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 one
 GOOD PEOPLE, HARD CHOICES,  

AND AN INESCAPABLE QUESTION

How many immigrants should we allow into the United States annually, and 
who gets to come?

The question is easy to state but hard to answer, for thoughtful indi-
viduals and for our nation as a whole. It is a complex question, touching 
on issues of race and class, morals and money, power and political alle-
giance. It is an important question, since our answer will help determine 
what kind of country our children and grandchildren inherit. It is a con-
tentious question: answer it wrongly and you may hear some choice per-
sonal epithets directed your way, depending on who you are talking to. It 
is also an endlessly recurring question, since conditions will change, and 
an immigration policy that made sense in one era may no longer work in 
another. Any answer we give must be open to revision.

This book explores the immigration question in light of current reali-
ties and defends one provisional answer to it. By exploring the question 
from a variety of angles and making my own political beliefs explicit, I 
hope that it will help readers come to their own well- informed conclu-
sions. Our answers may differ, but as fellow citizens we need to keep talk-
ing to one another and try to come up with immigration policies that 
further the common good.

Why are immigration debates frequently so angry? People on one side 
often seem to assume it is just because people on the other are stupid, or 
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immoral. I disagree. Immigration is contentious because vital interests 
are at stake and no one set of policies can fully accommodate all of them. 
Consider two stories from among the hundreds I’ve heard while research-
ing this book.

*

It is lunchtime on a sunny October day and I’m talking to Javier, an elec-
trician’s assistant, at a home construction site in Longmont, Colorado, 
near Denver.1 He is short and solidly built; his words are soft- spoken but 
clear. Although he apologizes for his English, it is quite good. At any rate 
much better than my Spanish.

Javier studied to be an electrician in Mexico, but could not find work 
there after school. “You have to pay to work,” he explains: pay corrupt 
officials up to two years’ wages up front just to start a job. “Too much cor-
ruption,” he says, a refrain I find repeated often by Mexican immigrants. 
They feel that a poor man cannot get ahead there, can hardly get started.

So in 1989 Javier came to the United States, undocumented, working 
various jobs in food preparation and construction. He has lived in Colo-
rado for nine years and now has a wife (also here illegally) and two girls, 
ages seven and three. “I like USA, you have a better life here,” he says. Of 
course he misses his family back in Mexico. But to his father’s entreaties 
to come home, he explains that he needs to consider his own family now. 
Javier told me that he’s not looking to get rich, he just wants a decent life 
for himself and his girls. Who could blame him?

Ironically one of the things Javier likes most about the United States is 
that we have rules that are fairly enforced. Unlike in Mexico, a poor man 
does not live at the whim of corrupt officials. When I suggest that Mexico 
might need more people like him to stay and fight “corruption,” he just 
laughs. “No, go to jail,” he says, or worse. Like the dozens of other Mexi-
can and Central American immigrants I have interviewed for this book, 
Javier does not seem to think that such corruption could ever change in 
the land of his birth.2

Do immigrants take jobs away from Americans? I ask. “American 
people no want to work in the fields,” he responds, or as dishwashers in 
restaurants. Still, he continues, “the problem is cheap labor.” Too many 
immigrants coming into construction lowers wages for everyone— 
including other immigrants like himself.
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“The American people say, all Mexicans the same,” Javier says. He does 
not want to be lumped together with “all Mexicans,” or labeled a prob-
lem, but judged for who he is as an individual. “I don’t like it when my 
people abandon cars, or steal.” If immigrants commit crimes, he thinks 
they should go to jail, or be deported. But “that no me.” While many im-
migrants work under the table for cash, he is proud of the fact that he pays 
his taxes. Proud, too, that he gives a good day’s work for his daily pay (a 
fact confirmed by his coworkers).

Javier’s boss, Andy, thinks that immigration levels are too high and that 
too many people flout the law and work illegally.3 He was disappointed, he 
says, to find out several years ago that Javier was in the country illegally. 
Still he likes and respects Javier and worries about his family. He is trying 
to help him get legal residency.

With the government showing new initiative in immigration enforce-
ment— including a well- publicized raid at a nearby meat- packing plant 
that caught hundreds of illegal workers— there is a lot of worry among 
undocumented immigrants. “Everyone scared now,” Javier says. He and 
his wife used to go to restaurants or stores without a second thought; now 
they are sometimes afraid to go out. “It’s hard,” he says. But: “I under-
stand. If the people say, ‘All the people here, go back to Mexico,’ I under-
stand.”

Javier’s answer to one of my standard questions— “How might changes 
in immigration policy affect you?”— is obvious. Tighter enforcement could 
break up his family and destroy the life he has created here in America. An 
amnesty would give him a chance to regularize his life. “Sometimes,” he 
says, “I dream in my heart, ‘If you no want to give me paper for residence, 
or whatever, just give me permit for work.’”

*

It’s a few months later and I’m back in Longmont, eating a 6:30 breakfast 
at a café out by the Interstate with Tom Kenney.4 Fit and alert, Tom looks 
to be in his mid- forties. Born and raised in Denver, he has been spray-
ing custom finishes on drywall for twenty- five years and has had his own 
company since 1989. “At one point we had twelve people running three 
trucks,” he says. Now his business is just him and his wife. “Things have 
changed,” he says.

Although it has cooled off considerably, residential and commercial 
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construction was booming when I interviewed Tom. The main “thing 
that’s changed” is the number of immigrants in construction. When Tom 
got into it twenty- five years ago, construction used almost all native- born 
workers. Today estimates of the number of immigrant workers in north-
ern Colorado range from 50% to 70% of the total construction workforce. 
Some trades, like pouring concrete and framing, use immigrant labor al-
most exclusively. Come in with an “all- white” crew of framers, another 
small contractor tells me, and people do a double- take.

Tom is an independent contractor, bidding on individual jobs. But, he 
says, “guys are coming in with bids that are impossible.” After all his time 
in the business, “no way they can be as efficient in time and materials as 
me.” The difference has to be in the cost of labor. “They’re not paying the 
taxes and insurance that I am,” he says. Insurance, workmen’s compen-
sation, and taxes add about 40% to the cost of legally employed workers. 
When you add the lower wages that immigrants are often willing to take, 
there is plenty of opportunity for competing contractors to underbid Tom 
and still make a tidy profit. He no longer bids on the big new construc-
tion projects and jobs in individual, custom- built houses are becoming 
harder to find.

“I’ve gone in to spray a house and there’s a guy sleeping in the bathtub, 
with a microwave set up in the kitchen. I’m thinking, ‘You moved into 
this house for two weeks to hang and paint it, you’re gonna get cash from 
somebody, and he’s gonna pick you up and drive you to the next one.’” 
He seems more upset at the contractor than at the undocumented worker 
who labors for him.

In this way, some trades in construction are turning into the equiva-
lent of migrant labor in agriculture. Workers do not have insurance or 
workmen’s compensation, so if they are hurt or worn out on the job, they 
are simply discarded and replaced. Workers are used up, while the build-
ers and contractors higher up the food chain keep more of the profits for 
themselves. “The quality of life [for construction workers] has changed 
drastically,” says Tom. “I don’t want to live like that. I want to go home 
and live with my family.”

Do immigrants perform jobs Americans don’t want to do? I ask. The 
answer is no. “My job is undesirable,” Tom replies. “It’s dirty, it’s messy, it’s 
dusty. I learned right away that because of that, the opportunity is avail-
able to make money in it. That job has served me well”— at least up until 
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recently. He now travels as far away as Wyoming and southern Colorado 
to find work. “We’re all fighting for scraps right now.”

Over the years, Tom has built a reputation for quality work and effi-
cient and prompt service, as I confirmed in interviews with others in the 
business. Until recently that was enough to secure a good living. Now 
though, like a friend of his who recently folded his small landscaping 
company (“I just can’t bid ’em low enough”), Tom is thinking of leaving 
the business. He is also struggling to find a way to keep up the mortgage 
payments on his house.

He does not blame immigrants, though. “If you were born in Mexico, 
and you had to fight for food or clothing, you would do the same thing,” 
Tom tells me. “You would come here.”

*

Any immigration policy will have winners and losers. So claims Harvard 
economist George Borjas, a leading authority on the economic impacts of 
immigration.5 My interviews with Javier Morales and Tom Kenney sug-
gest why Borjas is right.

If we enforce our immigration laws, then good people like Javier and 
his family will have their lives turned upside down. If we limit the num-
bers of immigrants, then good people in Mexico (and Guatemala, and 
Vietnam, and the Philippines . . .) will have to forgo opportunities to live 
better lives in the United States.

On the other hand, if we fail to enforce our immigration laws or re-
peatedly grant amnesties to people like Javier who are in the country ille-
gally, then we forfeit the ability to set limits to immigration. And if im-
migration levels remain high, then hard- working men and women like 
Tom and his wife and children will probably continue to see their eco-
nomic fortunes decline. Economic inequality will continue to increase in 
America, as it has for the past four decades.

In the abstract neither of these options is appealing. When you talk 
to the people most directly affected by our immigration policies, the di-
lemma becomes even more acute. But as we will see further on when we 
explore the economics of immigration in greater detail, these appear to 
be the options we have.

Recognizing trade- offs— economic, environmental, social— is indeed 
the beginning of wisdom on the topic of immigration. We should not ex-
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aggerate such conflicts, or imagine conflicts where none exist, but neither 
can we ignore them. Here are some other trade- offs that immigration de-
cisions may force us to confront:

 • Cheaper prices for new houses vs. good wages for construction workers.
 • Accommodating more people in the United States vs. preserving wild-

life habitat and vital resources.
 • Increasing ethnic and racial diversity in America vs. enhancing social 

solidarity among our citizens.
 • More opportunities for Latin Americans to work in the United States 

vs. greater pressure on Latin American elites to share wealth and oppor-
tunities with their fellow citizens.

The best approach to immigration will make such trade- offs explicit, 
minimize them where possible, and choose fairly between them when 
necessary.

Since any immigration policy will have winners and losers, at any par-
ticular time there probably will be reasonable arguments for changing 
the mix of immigrants we allow in, or for increasing or decreasing over-
all immigration, with good people on all sides of these issues. Whatever 
your current beliefs, by the time you finish this book you should have a 
much better understanding of the complex trade- offs involved in setting 
immigration policy. This may cause you to change your views about im-
migration. It may throw your current views into doubt, making it harder 
to choose a position on how many immigrants to let into the country each 
year; or what to do about illegal immigrants; or whether we should em-
phasize country of origin, educational level, family reunification, or asy-
lum and refugee claims, in choosing whom to let in. In the end, under-
standing trade- offs ensures that whatever policies we wind up advocating 
for are more consciously chosen, rationally defensible, and honest. For 
such a contentious issue, where debate often generates more heat than 
light, that might have to suffice.

*

Perhaps a few words about my own political orientation will help clarify 
the argument and goals of this book. I’m a political progressive. I favor a 
relatively equal distribution of wealth across society, economic security 
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for workers and their families, strong, well- enforced environmental pro-
tection laws, and an end to racial discrimination in the United States. I 
want to maximize the political power of common citizens and limit the 
influence of large corporations. Among my political heroes are the three 
Roosevelts (Teddy, Franklin, and Eleanor), Rachel Carson, and Martin 
Luther King Jr.

I also want to reduce immigration into the United States. If this combi-
nation seems odd to you, you are not alone. Friends, political allies, even 
my mother the social worker shake their heads or worse when I bring 
up the subject. This book aims to show that this combination of politi-
cal progressivism and reduced immigration is not odd at all. In fact, it 
makes more sense than liberals’ typical embrace of mass immigration: an 
embrace shared by many conservatives, from George W. Bush and Orrin 
Hatch to the editorial board of the Wall Street Journal and the US Cham-
ber of Commerce.

In what follows I detail how current immigration levels— the highest 
in American history— undermine attempts to achieve progressive eco-
nomic, environmental, and social goals. I have tried not to oversimplify 
these complex issues, or mislead readers by cherry- picking facts to sup-
port pre- established conclusions. I have worked hard to present the ex-
perts’ views on how immigration affects US population growth, poorer 
workers’ wages, urban sprawl, and so forth. Where the facts are unclear 
or knowledgeable observers disagree, I report that, too.

This book is divided into four main parts. Chapters 1 and 2 set the stage 
for us to consider how immigration relates to progressive political goals. 
Chapter 2, “Immigration by the Numbers,” provides a concise history of 
US immigration policy. It explains current policy, including who gets in 
under what categories of entry and how many people immigrate annually. 
It also discusses population projections for the next one hundred years 
under different immigration scenarios, showing how relatively small an-
nual differences in immigration numbers quickly lead to huge differences 
in overall population.

Part 2 consists of chapters 3– 5, which explore the economics of immi-
gration, showing how flooded labor markets have driven down workers’ 
wages in construction, meatpacking, landscaping, and other economic 
sectors in recent decades, and increased economic inequality. I ask who 
wins and who loses economically under current immigration policies and 
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consider how different groups might fare under alternative scenarios. I 
also consider immigration’s contribution to economic growth and argue 
that unlike fifty or one hundred years ago America today does not need 
a larger economy, with more economic activity or higher levels of con-
sumption, but rather a fairer economy that better serves the needs of its 
citizens. Here as elsewhere, the immigration debate can clarify progres-
sive political aspirations; in this case, helping us rethink our support for 
endless economic growth and develop a more mature understanding of 
our economic goals.

Part 3, chapters 6– 8, focuses on the environment. Mass immigration 
has increased America’s population by tens of millions of people in recent 
decades and is set to add hundreds of millions more over the twenty- first 
century. According to Census Bureau data our population now stands at 
320 million people, the third- largest in the world, and at current immigra-
tion rates could balloon to over 700 million by 2100.6 This section exam-
ines the environmental problems caused by a rapidly growing population, 
including urban sprawl, overcrowding, habitat loss, species extinctions, 
and increased greenhouse gas emissions. I chronicle the environmental 
community’s historic retreat from population issues over the past four 
decades, including the Sierra Club’s failed attempts to adopt a consensus 
policy on immigration, and conclude that this retreat has been a great 
mistake. Creating an ecologically sustainable society is not just window 
dressing; it is necessary to pass on a decent future to our descendants and 
do our part to solve dangerous global environmental problems. Because 
sustainability is incompatible with an endlessly growing population, 
Americans can no longer afford to ignore domestic population growth.

Part 4, chapters 9– 11, looks for answers. The chapter “Solutions” 
sketches out a comprehensive proposal for immigration reform in line 
with progressive political goals, focused on reducing overall immigra-
tion levels. I suggest shifting enforcement efforts from border control to 
employer sanctions— as several European nations have done with great 
success— and a targeted amnesty for illegal immigrants who have lived 
in the United States for years and built lives here (Javier and his wife 
could stay, but their cousins probably would not get to come). I propose 
changes in US trade and aid policies that could help people create better 
lives where they are, alleviating some of the pressure to emigrate. In these 
ways, Americans can meet our global responsibilities without doing so on 
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the backs of our own poor citizens, or sacrificing the interests of future 
generations. A companion chapter considers a wide range of reasonable 
progressive “Objections” to this more restrictive immigration policy. I try 
to answer these objections honestly, focusing on the trade- offs involved. 
A short concluding chapter reminds readers of all that is at stake in im-
migration policy, and affirms that we will make better policy with our 
minds open.

How Many Is Too Many? shows that by thinking through immigration 
policy progressives can get clearer on our own goals. These do not include 
having the largest possible percentage of racial and ethnic minorities, but 
creating a society free of racial discrimination, where diversity is appreci-
ated. They do not include an ever- growing economy, but feature an econ-
omy that works for the good of society as a whole. They most certainly do 
not include a crowded, cooked, polluted, ever- more- tamed environment, 
but instead a healthy, spacious landscape that supports us with sufficient 
room for wild nature. Finally our goals should include playing our proper 
role as global citizens, while still paying attention to our special responsi-
bilities as Americans. Like it or not those responsibilities include setting 
US immigration policy.

*

Although I hope readers across the political spectrum will find this book 
interesting, I have written it primarily for my fellow progressives. Frankly, 
we need to think harder about this issue than we have been. Just because 
Rush Limbaugh and his ilk want to close our borders does not necessarily 
mean progressives should be for opening them wider. But this is not an 
easy topic to discuss and I appreciate your willingness to consider it with 
me. In fact I come to this topic reluctantly myself. I recognize immigra-
tion’s contribution to making the United States one of the most dynamic 
countries in the world. I also find personal meaning in the immigrant 
experience.

My paternal grandfather came to America from southern Italy when 
he was twelve years old. As a child I listened entranced to his stories, told 
in an accent still heavy after half a century in his adopted country. Stories 
of the trip over and how excited he was to explore everything on the big 
ship (a sailor, taking advantage of his curiosity, convinced him to lift some 
newspapers lying on deck, to see what was underneath .  .  .). Stories of 
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working as a journeyman shoe repairman in cities and towns across up-
state New York and Ohio (in one store, the foreman put my grandfather 
and his lathe in the front window so passers- by would stop to watch how 
fast and well he did his work). Stories of settling down and starting his 
own business, marrying Nana, raising a family.

I admired Grandpa’s adventurousness in coming to a new world, his 
self- reliance, his pride in his work, and his willingness to work hard to 
create a better future for himself and his family, including, eventually, 
me. Stopping by the store, listening to him chat with his customers, I 
saw clearly that he was a respected member of his community. When he 
and the relatives got together for those three- hour meals that grew ever 
longer over stories, songs, and a little wine, I felt part of something spe-
cial, something different from my everyday life and beyond the experi-
ence of many of my friends.

So this book is not a criticism of immigrants! I know that many of 
today’s immigrants, legal and illegal, share my grandfather’s intelligence 
and initiative. The lives they are creating here are good lives rich in love 
and achievement. Nor is it an argument against all immigration: I favor 
reducing immigration into the United States, not ending it. I hope immi-
grants will continue to enrich America for many years to come. In fact, 
reducing current immigration levels would be a good way to insure con-
tinued widespread support for immigration.7

Still, Americans sometimes forget that we can have too much of a 
good thing. Sometimes when Nana passes the pasta, it’s time to say basta. 
Enough.

When to say enough, though, can be a difficult question. How do we 
know when immigration levels need to be scaled back? And do any of us, 
as the descendants of immigrants, have the right to do so?

Answering the first question, in detail, is one of the main goals of this 
book. Speaking generally I think we need to reduce immigration when it 
seriously harms our society, or its weakest members. The issues are com-
plex, but I think any country should consider reducing immigration:

 • When immigration significantly drives down wages for its poorer citi-
zens.

 • When immigrants are regularly used to weaken or break unions.
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 • When immigration appears to increase economic inequality within a 
society.

 • When immigration makes the difference between stabilizing a coun-
try’s population or doubling it within the next century.

 • When immigration- driven population growth makes it impossible to 
rein in sprawl, decrease greenhouse gas emissions sufficiently, or take 
the other steps necessary to create an ecologically sustainable society.

 • When rapid demographic shifts undermine social solidarity and a 
sense of communal purpose.

 • When most of its citizens say that immigration should be reduced.

Of course, there may also be good reasons to continue mass immigra-
tion: reasons powerful enough to outweigh such serious social costs or 
the expressed wishes of a nation’s citizens. But they had better be impor-
tant. And in the case at hand they had better articulate responsibilities 
that properly belong to the United States and its citizens— and not help 
our “sender” countries avoid their own problems and responsibilities. Re-
versing gross economic inequality and creating a sustainable society are 
the primary political tasks facing this generation of Americans. Progres-
sives should think long and hard before we accept immigration policies 
that work against these goals.

But what about the second question: do Americans today have a right 
to reduce immigration? To tell Javier’s cousins, perhaps, that they cannot 
come to America and make better lives for themselves and their families?

Yes, we do. Not only do we have a right to limit immigration into the 
United States, as citizens we have a responsibility to do so if immigration 
levels get so high that they harm our fellow citizens, or society as a whole.8 
Meeting this responsibility may be disagreeable, because it means telling 
good people that they cannot come to America to pursue their dreams. 
Still, it may need to be done.

Those of us who want to limit immigration are sometimes accused of 
selfishness: of wanting to hog resources or keep “the American way of 
life” for ourselves. There may be some truth in this charge, since many 
Americans’ interests are threatened by mass immigration. Still, some of 
those interests seem worth preserving. The union carpenter taking home 
$30 an hour who owns his own house, free and clear, or the outdoorsman 
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walking quietly along the edge of a favorite elk meadow or trout stream, 
may want to continue to enjoy these good things and pass them on to 
their sons and daughters. What is wrong with that?

Besides, the charge of selfishness cuts both ways. Restaurant owners 
and software tycoons hardly deserve the Mother Teresa Self- Sacrifice 
Medal when they lobby Congress for more low- wage workers. The wealthy 
progressive patting herself on the back for her enlightened views on immi-
gration probably hasn’t ever totaled up the many ways she and her family 
benefit from cheap labor.

In the end our job as citizens is to look beyond our narrow self- interest 
and consider the common good. Many of us oppose mass immigration 
not because of what it costs us as individuals, but because we worry about 
the economic costs to our fellow citizens, or the environmental costs to 
future generations. Most Americans enjoy sharing our country with for-
eign visitors and are happy to share economic opportunities with reason-
able numbers of newcomers. We just want to make sure we preserve those 
good things that make this a desirable destination in the first place.

All else being equal, Americans would just as soon not interfere with 
other people’s decisions about where to live and work. In fact such a 
laissez- faire approach to immigration lasted for much of our nation’s his-
tory. But today all else is not equal. For one thing this is the age of jet 
airplanes, not tall- masted sailing ships or coal- fired steamers. It is much 
quicker and easier to come here than it used to be and the pool of would- 
be immigrants has increased by an order of magnitude since my grand-
father’s day. (In 2006, there were 6.4 million applications for the 50,000 
green cards available under that year’s “diversity lottery.”9) For another, 
we do not have an abundance of unclaimed land for farmers to home-
stead, or new factories opening up to provide work for masses of un-
skilled laborers. Unemployment is high and projected to remain high for 
the foreseeable future. For a third, we recognize new imperatives to live 
sustainably and do our part to meet global ecological challenges. Scien-
tists are warning that we run grave risks should we fail to do so.

Americans today overwhelmingly support immigration restrictions. 
We disagree about the optimal amount of immigration, but almost every-
one agrees that setting some limits is necessary. Of course, our immi-
gration policies should be fair to all concerned. Javier Morales came 
to America illegally, but for most of his time here our government just 
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winked at illegal immigration. It also taxed his paychecks. After two and 
a half decades of hard work that has benefited our country, I think we 
owe Javier citizenship. But we also owe Tom Kenney something. Perhaps 
the opportunity to prosper, if he is willing to work hard. Surely, at a mini-
mum, government policies that do not undermine his own attempts to 
prosper.

*

The progressive vision is alive and well in the United States today. Most 
Americans want a clean environment with flourishing wildlife, a fair 
economy that serves all its citizens, and a diverse society that is free from 
racism. Still, it will take a lot of hard work to make this vision a reality 
and success is not guaranteed. Progressives cannot shackle our hopes to 
an outmoded immigration policy that thwarts us at every turn.

Given the difficulties involved in getting 320 million Americans to 
curb consumption and waste, there is little reason to think we will be able 
to achieve ecological sustainability while doubling or tripling that num-
ber. Mass immigration ensures that our population will continue grow-
ing at a rapid rate and that environmentalists will always be playing catch 
up. Fifty or one hundred years from now we will still be arguing that we 
should destroy this area rather than that one, or that we can make the de-
struction a little more aesthetically appealing— instead of ending the de-
struction. We will still be trying to slow the growth of air pollution, water 
use, or carbon emissions— rather than cutting them back.

But the US population would quickly stabilize without mass immigra-
tion.10 We can stop population growth— without coercion or intrusive 
domestic population policies— simply by returning to pre- 1965 immigra-
tion levels.

Imagine an environmentalism that was not always looking to meet the 
next crisis and that could instead look forward to real triumphs. What 
if we achieved significant energy efficiency gains and were able to en-
joy those gains with less pollution, less industrial development on pub-
lic lands, and an end to oil wars, because those efficiency gains were not 
swallowed up by growing populations?

Imagine if the push to develop new lands largely ended and habitat for 
other species increased year by year, with a culture of conservation de-
veloped around restoring and protecting that habitat. Imagine if our de-
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mand for fresh water leveled off and instead of fighting new dam projects 
we could actually leave more water in our rivers.

And what of the American worker? It is hard to see how progressives 
will succeed in reversing current powerful trends toward ever greater eco-
nomic inequality in a context of continued mass immigration, particu-
larly with high numbers of relatively unskilled and poorly educated im-
migrants. Flooded labor markets will harm poorer workers directly, by 
driving down wages and driving up unemployment. Mass immigration 
will also continue to harm workers indirectly by making it harder for 
them to organize and challenge employers, by reducing the percentage of 
poor workers who are citizens and thus able to vote for politicians who 
favor the poor, and by limiting sympathy between the haves and have- 
nots, since with mass immigration they are more likely to belong to dif-
ferent ethnic groups.

But it does not have to be this way. We can tighten labor markets and 
get them working for working people in this country. Combined with 
other good progressive egalitarian measures— universal health care; a 
living minimum wage; a more progressive tax structure— we might even 
reverse current trends and create a more economically just country.

Imagine meatpacking plants and carpet- cleaning companies compet-
ing with one another for scarce workers, bidding up their wages. Imag-
ine unions able to strike those companies without having to worry about 
scabs taking their members’ jobs. Imagine college graduates sifting 
through numerous job offers, like my father and his friends did fifty years 
ago during that era’s pause in mass immigration, instead of having to wait 
tables and just hope for something better.

Imagine poor children of color in our inner cities, no longer looked 
on as a problem to be warehoused in failing schools, or jails, but instead 
seen as an indispensable resource: the solution to labor shortages in res-
taurants and software companies.

Well, why not? Why are we progressives always playing catch up? The 
right immigration policies could help lead us toward a more just, egali-
tarian, and sustainable future. They could help liberals achieve our im-
mediate goals and drive the long- term political agenda. But we will not 
win these battles without an inspiring vision for a better society, or with 
an immigration policy that makes that vision impossible to achieve.
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IMMIGRATION BY THE NUMBERS

While setting immigration policy depends on our values, it is also a mat-
ter of numbers. If we want to make intelligent policy decisions we need 
to know what our options are and the full implications of choosing one 
option over another. That means exploring demography: the science of 
the quantitative measurement of human populations. This chapter re-
views America’s demographic history. It surveys the evolution of US im-
migration policy and examines current policies. It also considers pro-
jected future population numbers under different immigration scenarios, 
to get a sense of where we might be heading. All this will help ground the 
ethical analysis of subsequent chapters.1

The first official US census in 1790 returned a national population of 
a little under 4 million. The most recently completed, in 2010, totaled 
America’s population at 309 million: an increase of 7625%. You can find 
an up- to- date estimate of our current population on the Census Bureau’s 
website (www.census.gov). When I accessed it on April 9, 2014, it stood at 
317,837,224. That makes us the third most populous nation in the world, 
behind China and India.

Notice that our population trend has been relentlessly upward (Figure 
2– 1). The largest decadal increases in absolute terms have also been the 
most recent: from 1990 to 2000 the US population grew by 33 million 
people, while from 2000 to 2010 our population grew by 28 million. At 
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13% and 12%, however, these were not the highest decadal rates of growth 
in American history. For example, from 1830 to 1840 the US population 
grew by 33%, from just under 13 million to more than 17 million people. 
However, this growth was on a much lower base population. So while 
the United States grew at a much higher rate over the course of the nine-
teenth century, by far the most growth in total numbers occurred in the 
twentieth century. From 1900 to 2010, the US population more than qua-
drupled, from 76 million to 309 million people (Figure 2– 2).

In contrast to the steady rise in total population, immigration numbers 
have fluctuated throughout American history. Figure 2– 3, also based on 
Census Bureau figures, shows decadal (not annual) immigration num-
bers since 1820, when the federal government began keeping such fig-
ures. There has always been some immigration, but its levels have varied 
greatly, primarily owing to changes in policy. For example, between 1900 
and 1910 net immigration (total immigration into the United States minus 
emigration from the United States) averaged about 900,000 annually. Be-
tween 1950 and 1960 net annual immigration was much lower, at around 
250,000. And between 2000 and 2010 expansive immigration policies 
and lax enforcement of immigration laws pushed immigration numbers 

Figure 2– 1. United States population, 1790– 2010.

Source: US Census Bureau.
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to their highest levels ever: total legal immigration averaged more than 
one million, while illegal immigration fluctuated between a few hundred 
thousand and half a million, depending on the state of the economy.

As suggested by Figure 2– 3, America’s immigration history breaks 
down into four main periods: a laissez- faire century, with initially low 
and then accelerating numbers of immigrants; the “Great Wave” of mass 
immigration, primarily from Southern and Eastern Europe, lasting for 
five decades around the turn of the last century; a Great Pause from large- 
scale immigration for about four decades during the mid- twentieth cen-
tury; and a Second Wave of mass immigration over the past fifty years, 
this time with a majority of immigrants coming from Latin America. This 
Second Wave continues through the present day. Briefly reviewing this 
history reminds us of the importance of immigration policy in deter-
mining not just who comes to America, but how many immigrants are 
allowed to come.2

Figure 2– 2. United States population, 1900– 2010.

Source: US Census Bureau.
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IMMIGRATION POLICIES AND TRENDS

1789– 1880: LaisseZ- faire

During our first century American immigration policy was set by the 
individual states, which largely limited themselves to testing incoming 
immigrants for communicable diseases in a few major ports and in some 
instances sending back those deemed a threat to public health. In prac-
tice this meant a laissez- faire immigration policy: those who could af-
ford to book passage to America could enter, settle down, and look for 
work. Acquiring citizenship (“naturalization”) when desired was rela-
tively straightforward and in any case the children of immigrants were 
born citizens, as specified in the Constitution.

Over its first ninety years immigration into the United States rose from 
a few thousand per year at the start of the period to several hundred thou-
sand per year by its end. Famine in Ireland and political repression in the 
aftermath of the European revolutions of 1848 briefly drove the numbers 
from 100,000 to over 400,000 for a few years before the Civil War; the 
push of Europe’s century- long population surge combined with the pull 

Figure 2– 3. Immigration into the United States per decade, 1820– 2010.

Source: US Department of Homeland Security, Yearbook of Immigration Statistics: 2011, table 1.
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of newly opened agricultural lands and factory jobs returned immigra-
tion numbers to that range within a few years of the war’s end. Africans 
transported across the Atlantic into slavery and Native Americans deci-
mated and pushed off their lands suffered grievously during this period, 
of course: clear examples that any immigration policy creates losers as 
well as winners.

After the Civil War, large numbers of Chinese immigrants were 
brought to California, at first to build the railroads and later branching 
out into other areas of the economy. In the 1870s and 1880s, white settlers 
in California (many of them recent immigrants from Europe) began agi-
tating against continued immigration of Chinese into the state. Many 
proponents of restriction argued that Chinese laborers displaced white 
workers and drove down their wages— a position that resonated par-
ticularly strongly during the recurring depressions of the period. Others 
claimed that the Chinese were racially inferior, or that cultural differences 
made them difficult to assimilate and hence a threat to social stability and 
progress. In 1882 Congress heeded these calls and passed the Chinese Ex-
clusion Act, greatly reducing Chinese immigration. Several years earlier 
the US Supreme Court had ruled that individual states could not regulate 
immigration; the Exclusion Act helped establish the political principle 
that the federal government could make immigration law for the country 
as a whole, bringing a long period of de facto laissez- faire immigration 
policy to a close.

1880– 1924: The greaT Wave

In 1881, immigration topped half a million for the first time in American 
history. From the 1880s through the mid- 1920s, America experienced an 
immigration boom, the Great Wave, during which immigration averaged 
nearly 600,000 annually. This was the period during which the United 
States fully industrialized, creating a huge demand for factory workers. 
The demand was filled primarily by American farmers displaced by de-
pressed commodity prices and technological innovations in agriculture, 
but also by European immigrants, mainly from Southern and Eastern 
Europe (Italians, Greeks, Poles, Russians, and others). This period of im-
mense wealth creation was, somewhat paradoxically, also a period of 
great suffering for workers and of greatly increased economic inequality. 
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Unions were founded and sometimes organized impressive numbers of 
workers, but they tended to be weak and found it hard to win major con-
cessions. From Pennsylvania’s steel mills to Colorado’s coal mines, unions 
struck for better wages, hours, and working conditions— and were usually 
defeated, often with the help of immigrant strikebreakers.

Throughout this period immigration policy was mostly limited to 
sending back would- be immigrants for reasons of health or their likeli-
hood of becoming “public charges.” No limits were placed on the overall 
number of immigrants; however, limiting immigration from Europe was 
debated with ever greater seriousness. Throughout the period many labor 
leaders argued for reduced immigration into the United States, in order to 
facilitate their efforts to improve conditions for workers— although then 
as now some disagreed, believing that opposition to mass immigration 
risked alienating immigrants they needed to organize. Samuel Gompers, 
head of the American Federation of Labor and himself an immigrant, 
over time came to see reducing immigration as essential to creating a 
strong union movement, because organizing workers or winning conces-
sions was so difficult under flooded labor markets. In a letter to Congress 
in the 1920s, he wrote:

Every effort to enact immigration legislation must expect to meet a num-
ber of hostile forces and, in particular, two hostile forces of considerable 
strength.

One of these is composed of corporation employers who desire to em-
ploy physical strength (broad backs) at the lowest possible wage and who 
prefer a rapidly revolving labor supply at low wages to a regular supply of 
American wage earners at fair wages.

The other is composed of racial groups in the United States who oppose 
all restrictive legislation because they want the doors left open for an in-
flux of their countrymen regardless of the menace to the people of their 
adopted country.3

Such pro- labor arguments appealed to the left. On the right, cultural 
and racial arguments were made regarding the swamping of “Anglo- 
Saxon stock” or the decline of traditional political and social institutions. 
Meanwhile citizens of all political persuasions often felt that the coun-
try was changing too quickly (from rural to urban, northern to south-
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ern European, etc.) and saw immigration reduction as one way to hit the 
brakes. Repeatedly during the first two decades of the twentieth century 
one or both houses of Congress passed restrictive immigration legisla-
tion, only to have it die in the other house or by presidential vetoes. But 
in 1921 and 1924 the restrictionists succeeded. Congress enacted the first 
comprehensive quota system to limit overall immigration into the United 
States and the first Great Wave came to an end.

1924– 1965: The greaT PaUse

The system put in place in 1924 had two key features. First, for those con-
cerned about the numbers of immigrants coming to America, it set an 
annual limit of 155,000 for immigrants from outside the Western hemi-
sphere (interhemispheric immigration made up a small portion of the 
total at this time and quotas for lands south of the border were not seen 
as necessary).4 This represented a huge decrease: six times during the first 
two decades of the twentieth century annual immigration had topped one 
million. Second, for those worried about the changing ethnic makeup of 
the country, the legislation set quotas for individual sender countries on 
the basis of their contribution to America’s ethnic stock as of 1890. Dur-
ing the following decades this led to most available slots being allocated to 
immigrants from northern Europe. (It is also why I knew my Great- uncle 
Césare growing up but never met Great- uncle Antonio, who waited too 
long to try to leave Italy and had to settle for emigrating to Argentina.)

For the next forty years, from 1925 to 1965, this relatively restrictive 
immigration policy allowed only about 175,000 people into the country 
annually (numbers that were also held down by depression and war). De-
mographers sometimes call this period the Great Pause, although at the 
time most Americans thought of it as permanent. Speaking in 1936 at the 
ceremony celebrating the 50th anniversary of the unveiling of the Statue 
of Liberty, President Franklin Roosevelt praised immigrants’ contribu-
tions to America, saying:

For over three centuries, a steady stream of men, women and children fol-
lowed the beacon of liberty which this light symbolizes. They brought to us 
strength and moral fiber developed in a civilization centuries old but fired 
anew by the dream of a better life in America. . . . They not only found free-
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dom in the new world, but by their effort and devotion they made the new 
world’s freedom safer, richer, more far reaching, more capable of growth.

But Roosevelt also said: “Within this present generation, that stream 
from abroad has largely stopped. We have within our shores today the 
materials out of which we shall continue to build an even better home 
for liberty.”5

Most Americans shared President Roosevelt’s views. Mass immigra-
tion had helped build the country and make us who we were. But times 
had changed and the era of mass immigration was over.

In retrospect, the Great Pause in immigration corresponded with a 
golden age for American labor, despite encompassing the Depression. 
Labor markets tightened eventually and union organizing boomed. After 
World War II salaries rose, unemployment remained low, work hours 
decreased, and fringe benefits improved, as employers chased relatively 
scarce labor.6 This era also included the hiring of African Americans into 
industrial occupations from which they had previously been excluded, 
another fruit of tight labor markets. America created the world’s first 
mass middle- class society, with a relatively egalitarian sharing of wealth 
and relatively prosperous and secure workers throughout most sectors of 
the economy. Thanks, FDR and the New Deal Congresses! Thanks, Wal-
ter Reuther and the striking auto workers at River Rouge! Toward the 
end of this period the nation took significant steps toward redressing its 
historic wrongs against African Americans, with President Truman inte-
grating the armed forces, the Supreme Court ruling segregated schooling 
unconstitutional, and Congress passing major civil rights legislation in 
1964 and 1965. Throughout this period there was no groundswell from 
the general public for a return to the high levels of immigration of half a 
century earlier.

1965– PresenT: The seConD Wave

Nevertheless aspects of the “national origins” policy of 1924 rankled, par-
ticularly its explicit preference for immigrants from Northern and West-
ern Europe. Although proponents tried to argue that this simply pre-
served the existing ethnic makeup of the country, opponents succeeded 
in presenting it as discriminatory against other racial and ethnic groups: 



23

IMMIGRATION BY THE NUMBERS

a relic of more racist times, ripe for reform in the civil rights era. (This 
progressive, for one, agrees. A racially based immigration system is by 
definition unfair.) In 1965 Congress passed the Hart- Cellar immigration 
bill, replacing quotas that had favored Europeans with a new system that 
instead allotted slots to individual countries on the basis of their propor-
tion of total world population. Rather than mirror the existing ethnic or 
racial makeup of the United States, new immigrants would, at least in 
theory, mirror the world as a whole.

Proponents of the new policy took pains to assure Americans that it 
would not substantially increase total immigration, or radically change 
the ethnic make- up of the country. “Our cities will not be flooded with a 
million immigrants annually,” Ted Kennedy, the bill’s chief Senate spon-
sor, asserted on the Senate floor. “Under the proposed bill, the present 
level of immigration remains substantially the same.”7 In fact, the new bill 
nearly doubled official quota levels from 155,000 to 290,000. It removed 
hard caps regarding refugee resettlement. Most important in hindsight, 
Hart- Cellar split out “family reunification”— broadly interpreted to in-
clude not just spouses and children, but also parents and siblings— as 
a separate immigration category that no longer counted against annual 
country quotas and that had no legal limit. Family reunification subse-
quently became the country’s largest immigration category, accounting 
for over half a million immigrants annually, the majority coming from 
Mexico in a sort of “chain migration.” Within three decades legal immi-
gration into the United States had more than tripled, from 300,000 to 
900,000 annually.

Meanwhile illegal immigration also increased significantly. In 1986 in 
response to this increase, Congress for the first time made it a crime for 
employers to knowingly hire unauthorized workers. It also granted am-
nesty and citizenship to three million illegal residents, presenting this as 
a one- time measure to “clear the books.” This and subsequent amnesties, 
however, along with weak enforcement of employer sanctions, encour-
aged even more illegal immigration, which rose to a peak of half a million 
annually in the first few years of the twenty- first century. Total numbers 
of illegal immigrants continued to climb: from an estimated one to two 
million in 1965 they grew to five to six million in 1986, and then to ten to 
twelve million illegal residents by 2010.

Subsequent federal legislation has tended to extend this generally ex-
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pansive immigration policy. Country quotas were increased in 1980 and 
again in 1990. New categories of legal immigration were created: H1- B 
visas for highly skilled workers; temporary work visas for agricultural 
workers (who often overstayed and joined the ranks of the illegal); 50,000 
slots in an annual “diversity lottery” directed at citizens from underrep-
resented sender countries; and numerous others. Over the past three 
years annual immigration numbers have broken down approximately as 
 follows8:

Family- sponsored 710,000
Employment- based 145,000
Diversity programs 50,000
Refugees and asylum seekers 160,000
Other minor categories 25,000
Legal immigration, total: 1,090,000

Illegal immigration (uncertain and highly variable) ~200,000

Total immigration (legal and illegal) ~1,300,000

Again, it seems important to note that these policy changes were not 
enacted as part of a groundswell of popular support for increased immi-
gration. Quite the contrary: in recent decades, public opinion polls have 
typically found that 85% to 90% of Americans favor lowering or stabiliz-
ing immigration levels, not raising them.9 In fact, every legislative change 
that has increased immigration numbers has been sold to the public as 
something else: in 1965 as a civil rights measure to do away with racist 
preferences for white Europeans; in 1986 and 1990 as part of more wide- 
ranging legislative packages supposedly focused on improving the en-
forcement of immigration laws. In subsequent chapters we will return to 
this curious disconnect between public views and public policy.10

In any event, 1965 initiated a Second Wave of mass immigration that 
continues today. During the 1990s legal immigration averaged 900,000 
annually, increasing to more than one million per year during the next 
decade. That was the highest number in US history and more than five 
times the average during the middle of the previous century (although 
once again it was not the highest rate of immigration as a percentage of 
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total US population; rates were higher at the end of the 19th century than 
they are today). During this time immigration from Mexico and the rest 
of Latin America has come to predominate, along with relatively high 
immigration numbers from South and East Asia. Like the era of the first 
Great Wave, this period has been a time of technological innovation and 
rapidly expanding wealth, increased racial and ethnic diversity, identity 
group politics (particularly in larger cities), weak labor unions, stagnating 
wages for poorer Americans, and increasing economic inequality.

DEMOGRAPHIC NOTE ON THE CAUSES OF POPULATION GROWTH

Comparing this chapter’s earlier figures on population growth and im-
migration numbers might cause some confusion. How is it that the US 
population has climbed steadily while immigration has varied so greatly 
over the past two hundred years? The answer is that population growth is 
a function of both native birthrates and immigration. More precisely, de-
mographers see four primary factors determining the overall growth rate 
for any population: birthrates, death rates, immigration into a population, 
and emigration out of it. All four factors help determine whether a popu-
lation grows or declines, and by how much.

During the first Great Wave from 1880 to the mid- 1920s, America’s 
population grew rapidly owing to a combination of high birthrates and 
high levels of immigration. US population increased from 50 million in 
1880 to 116 million in 1925. During the Great Pause the US population 
continued to grow substantially— from 116 million to 194 million people 
in 1965— but now primarily owing to high rates of natural increase. Dur-
ing the 1950s for example, American women had an average of 3.5 chil-
dren each: far above the 2.1 total fertility rate necessary to maintain a 
stable population for a nation with modern health care and sanitation. 
Yes, the United States’ population grew, but by tens of millions fewer than 
would have been the case if pre- 1925 immigration levels had been re-
tained.

By the 1970s American families were raising fewer children— in 1976 
the total fertility rate stood at a lowest- ever 1.7 and it has remained below 
replacement level since then— and the United States was well positioned 
to transition from a growing to a stable population. One study found that 



26

CHAPTER TWO

without post- 1970 immigration the US population would have leveled off 
below 250 million around 2030.11 At steady pre- 1965 immigration levels 
America’s population would have taken longer to stabilize and would 
have stabilized at a higher number, but broadly speaking the trajectory 
would have been the same.

If we had taken such a stabilization path the United States would not 
have been alone. Germany, Italy, Great Britain, France, Japan, and most 
countries in the developed world made this “demographic transition” in 
the decades after World War II and have now either stabilized their popu-
lations or reached a relatively slow rate of growth.12 See Table 2– 1.

The United States did not take this path. Instead we ratcheted up im-
migration just as native birthrates fell below replacement level, bring-
ing in tens of millions of new citizens (see Figure 2– 3).13 Many of them 
were men and women in their child- raising years coming from countries 
where large families remained the norm, helping to raise US fertility rates. 
The number of births to immigrant mothers has risen quickly in recent 
decades, from 228,000 in 1970 to 916,000 in 2002, according to data from 
the National Center for Health Statistics.14 One demographer concludes, 
“At the very time that the great majority of native- born Americans were 
voluntarily choosing to limit their family sizes to levels which could have 
led to the end of US population growth, Congress was making changes in 
immigration policy which have ensured ever more growth. The result of 
these changes was the highest sustained immigration and greatest popu-
lation growth in US history.”15

As a consequence, since 1965 America’s population has climbed from 
194 to 320 million. That’s an increase of 126 million people, equal to the 

Table 2– 1 Population increases 1950– 2010, selected countries.

Percentage population  
increase, 1950– 2010

Percentage population  
increase, 1990– 2010

France 55% 11%
Germany 19% 3%
Italy 29% 7%
Japan 52% 3%
United Kingdom 24% 9%
United States 104% 24%

Source: US Census Bureau, “Midyear Population and Density.”
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total population of the United States in 1933. Just as important, our popu-
lation continues to grow rapidly with no end in sight. Indeed, the current 
annual growth rate for the United States (0.96%) is much closer to that 
of developing countries such as Morocco, Vietnam, or Indonesia (all at 
1.07%) than to other developed nations such as Denmark (0.25%), Tai-
wan (0.19%), or Belgium (0.07%).16 The main difference is that popula-
tion growth in the developing world is driven by high fertility rates, while 
US population growth is mostly a function of mass immigration. Another 
difference is that many developing countries are working to cut their fer-
tility levels and reduce population growth, while in the United States con-
tinued population growth is a function of deliberate government policy.

FUTURE POPULATION GROWTH

Such is our demographic past. What of America’s demographic future?
In 2008 the Census Bureau projected US population numbers out to 

2050 based on current trends regarding fertility rates, average lifespans, 
and immigration numbers. They came up with a medium (or “most 
likely”) projection of 439 million— a 119 million increase over our cur-
rent population.17 The following year the Bureau delivered a further series 
of projections, which held fertility rates and longevity constant and varied 
immigration levels.18 These came out as shown in Table 2– 2.

Obviously, according to the Census Bureau, immigration makes an im-
mense difference to future US numbers. The difference between zero net 
immigration and the Bureau’s most likely scenario is 116 million people— 

Table 2– 2 US population projections to 2050 under 
different immigration scenarios.

Average annual net immigration Population in 2050

Zero 323 million
1 million 399 million
1.5 million 423 million
2 million 458 million

Source: Jennifer Ortman and Christine Guarneri, “United 
States Population Projections: 2000 to 2050.”
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equal to the total US population in 1925. Other studies have confirmed 
the impact immigration is likely to have on America’s future population; 
one study published by the Pew Research Center estimated that 82% of 
population growth between 2000 and 2050 will be due to post- 2000 im-
migrants and their descendants.19

Immigration’s impact on total population becomes even clearer when 
we take longer views. This is because population growth tends to cumu-
late and because, in the case of the United States, mass immigration pre-
vents us from ever taking advantage of our replacement- level fertility rate 
and stabilizing our population. The elders of the Iroquois Confederacy 
reputedly considered the impacts of their important decisions seven gen-
erations into the future. Consider then several one- hundred- year popu-
lation projections, still only half the seven generations recommended 
by the Iroquois, as we Americans grapple with important immigration 
policy decisions.

Demographers employed by the Center for Immigration Studies have 
created a projection tool that replicates the model created by the Census 
Bureau for its 2008 and 2009 projections, while allowing users to vary fer-
tility and immigration levels and to run projections out to the year 2100.20 
Holding fertility rates steady at the levels predicted by the Census Bureau 
and varying immigration in half million person annual increments al-
lowed me to develop the projections graphed in Figure 2– 4. The results 
are striking.

At zero annual net immigration (immigration set equal to emigration), 
America’s population continues to increase for about forty years and then 
slowly decreases to 343 million total, for an overall increase of 33 million 
people over 2010. Under this scenario we essentially stabilize our popula-
tion near where it is today.

If Congress followed the 1997 recommendations of the Jordan Com-
mission on Immigration Reform, cutting immigration to 500,000 annu-
ally, the US population would grow significantly, to 415 million by 2100. 
That would represent an increase of 105 million people. Population stabi-
lization would at least be in sight by then, albeit at a much higher level— 
provided future leaders chose to cut immigration even further.

In a third scenario, we can imagine Congress holding legal immigra-
tion steady near current levels, at one million annually, while succeeding 
presidential administrations reined in illegal immigration. In that case 
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America’s population would instead increase by 176 million to 486 mil-
lion total. Just as important, in 2100 we would still be confronting an up-
ward trajectory with no population stabilization in sight.

In a fourth “no action” scenario, total immigration could continue 
near its recent heights of 1.5 million annually, through some combination 
of high legal immigration and continued tolerance for illegal immigration 
(perhaps regularized through occasional amnesties, as in recent decades). 
In this scenario America’s population would reach 560 million by 2100, 
increasing by 250 million people, and our growth curve would angle even 
more steeply upward.

Finally, immigration could be increased to 2 million annually, the high-
est rate in history, but still less than the increase proposed in the “com-
prehensive” immigration reform bill that passed the US Senate in 2013. 
Under this scenario our population would nearly double to 629 million 
people. As in the previous two scenarios, the population in 2100 would be 
set to increase by tens of millions more for many years to come.

Once again, at the risk of stating the obvious: which immigration rate 
we choose will make a huge difference to US population numbers in the 
coming years. A good rule of thumb is that for every half million immi-

Figure 2– 4. US population projections to 2100 under five different immigration scenarios.

Source: Author’s projections using population projection tool developed by the Center for 
Immigration Studies, Washington, DC.
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grants admitted annually we increase America’s population at the end 
of this century by 72 million people. Another is that under all mass im-
migration scenarios with more than a few hundred thousand net immi-
grants per year, the US population cannot stabilize and instead continues 
to grow.

It remains true that major changes to any of four key demographic fac-
tors could significantly change the trajectory of US population growth in 
the twenty- first century. If death rates increase that will slow growth, as 
AIDS has slowed population growth in some countries in sub- Saharan 
Africa. Conversely, medical advances that extend life spans could cause 
our population to grow even more quickly. A mass exodus of Ameri-
can citizens (increased emigration) or a widespread trend to refrain from 
childbearing (decreased fertility rates) could slow growth and in extreme 
scenarios even lead to population decreases, despite continued mass im-
migration. Realistically however, in the short-  to mid- term these other 
possibilities for curbing growth seem unlikely, and except for some re-
duction in native fertility, unwelcome. They also seem relatively imper-
vious to policy interventions: we are not likely to offer incentives for US 
citizens to emigrate, while such small inducements to have fewer children 
as might see the light of day are unlikely to bend the demographic curve 
significantly. In contrast, immigration policy can be changed quickly and 
radically via Congressional legislation, as was shown in 1924 and again 
in 1965. This means that for the foreseeable future immigration policy 
will remain the primary means to regulate US population growth. In the 
United States, immigration policy essentially is our national population 
policy.

CONCLUSION

Finally and by way of contrast, let’s consider some numbers that have 
stayed remarkably steady. As both immigration levels and total popu-
lation have moved ever upward over the past five decades, Americans’ 
views regarding immigration have remained relatively constant. Most 
Americans approve of immigration, within limits, and welcome immi-
grants into our society. When asked in Gallup polls over the past decade, 
“On the whole, do you think immigration is a good thing or a bad thing 
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for this country today?” approximately 60% have affirmed immigration 
“a good thing.”21

In addition and by much wider margins, Americans disapprove of ille-
gal immigration. They also disapprove of the federal government’s per-
ceived failure to enforce immigration laws.22 Most Americans also oppose 
amnesties for illegal immigrants; hence the recent use of euphemisms 
such as “earned legalization” by our political class.

Most important, on the key question of appropriate immigration 
levels, polls consistently show that Americans overwhelmingly want less 
or stabilized immigration, not more. When asked over the past twenty- 
five years, “In your view, should immigration be kept at its present level, 
increased, or decreased?” on average only 10% to 15% of poll respon-
dents have favored an increase. About 35% wanted to keep immigration 
at current levels and the majority, averaging 55% of respondents, actually 
wanted to decrease immigration.23

These figures seem important. In a democracy the will of the people 
presumably should play some role in setting policy. In recent decades it 
does not seem to have done so regarding immigration policy in the United 
States. It’s true that if a majority of Americans wanted to increase immi-
gration, and the economic and environmental impacts of mass immigra-
tion remained what I show them to be in subsequent chapters, I would 
disagree with the majority. So I do not think that vox populi is everything. 
But popular opinion should count for something— particularly for pro-
gressives, with our commitment to democratic grassroots politics. Yet the 
voice of the people has consistently been ignored in setting immigration 
policy in recent years.

I believe this failure to respect the popular will in immigration policy 
making is a function of excessive corporate influence over government 
policy in contemporary America. It is also another example of the Demo-
cratic party’s failure to defend the interests of working- class Americans. I 
make my case for these conclusions in the following two chapters, which 
document the economic costs of mass immigration, including stagnat-
ing wages, persistently high unemployment, and growing economic in-
equality. As we will see, these costs have fallen disproportionally on those 
least able to afford them.
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One hot summer day a few years ago, I spent a morning digging post-
holes for a new wooden fence around the house my wife and I had re-
cently bought. I was helping Steve, who does odd jobs when he is not 
working for a small home- builder here in Fort Collins, Colorado. Steve 
is a short, powerful man pushing fifty, with deep blue eyes that light up 
with laughter when he talks. He drives an old, multicolored pickup truck 
that looks like it’s held together with baling wire, but he can fix anything 
on it himself.

Kris and I had hired Steve to design and build the fence because he 
seemed like the best choice for a job calling for both creativity and hard 
physical work. We also knew we could trust him to report his hours hon-
estly and buy several thousand dollars’ worth of materials for us without 
inflating their price.

As we worked that day, Steve talked about how hard it could be to 
make ends meet working construction. He mentioned a bum knee and a 
bad back that he was trying to treat himself; he had no health insurance 
and it wouldn’t take many visits to the doctor to wipe out his profits from 
this fence job. We talked about the going rates for construction workers. 
I wondered whether he had ever asked his current employer for a raise, 
or for health benefits.
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“Well, yeah,” Steve said. “I did. He told me he could hire two Mexicans 
for what he pays me. And I know it’s true.” 1

Steve and I became friends over those postholes. I would like our econ-
omy to work for him and people like him— but it does not seem to be. He 
works more than full- time, lives modestly, and as far as I know has no ex-
pensive vices. Steve is a good worker, honest, reliable, and intelligent, yet 
he is one serious injury or a few missed paychecks away from bankruptcy.

Over the years, Steve has done plenty of hard, dirty, repetitive work— 
the kind of work one often hears that Americans are no longer willing to 
do. He is also a real craftsman, imaginative and skilled at working with 
wood, stone, and plants. But he does not push paper or drive a hard bar-
gain. He is not an “entrepreneur.” So he is poor and likely to stay poor. In 
the twenty- first century, in the richest nation in the world, why should 
this be?

A TREND TOWARD GREATER INEQUALITY

Some people buck trends; most of us ride them. Leaving aside the spe-
cifics of his personality and personal history, I would say Steve is poor 
because folks like him are poor. Americans with his level of education, 
working the kinds of jobs he works, do not make a lot of money com-
pared to people with similar jobs and educational levels in other wealthy 
countries.2 They have less job security than people doing the same kinds 
of jobs had in the United States forty years ago. Americans were less likely 
to have health insurance in 2010 than they were in 1970 (although the Af-
fordable Care Act of 2010 should partially rectify this last problem when 
it is fully implemented).3

Americans do not like to think about ourselves in class terms. But the 
simplest way to put it is to say that Steve is poor because his class is poor.

The trends are clear. Over the past forty years, technological innova-
tion and hard work have greatly increased overall economic productivity. 
In constant 2000 dollars, America’s gross domestic product was 3191 bil-
lion dollars in 1965, 4311 billion dollars in 1975, 6054 billion dollars in 1985, 
8032 billion dollars in 1995 and 11,049 billion dollars in 2005.4 In other 
words, the US economy generated about 250% more total wealth in 2005 
than it did in 1965.
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However, poorer Americans have had a hard time gaining a fair share 
of this rapidly growing pie. Consider Table 3– 1, which presents Census 
Bureau figures for annual family incomes for Americans in 1970 and 
2005.5 Whether we compare percentage increases or absolute increases 
in income, the results are striking.

From 1970 to 2005 the poorest 20% of Americans increased their an-
nual earnings a measly $1430, a 10.5% increase that came from work-
ing longer hours rather than from increased hourly pay. Meanwhile the 
wealthiest quintile increased their annual incomes by $77,360 for a 78% 
increase— a fifty- four times greater increase in absolute terms. The wealthi-
est 5% of Americans did even better: their incomes increased 105%, grow-
ing on average by $158,000. That represents a 110 times greater gain com-
pared to the poorest quintile (Figure 3– 1).

Increased income inequality has in turn led to greater inequality in 
overall wealth (see Figure 3– 2). Between 1989 and 2010, the wealthiest 1% 
of Americans saw their share of the nation’s total net worth increase from 
30.1% to 34.5%. Over the same period, that half of Americans below the 
median income line saw their share of total net worth decrease from 3.0% 
to 1.1%.6 Today the total net worth of the three million wealthiest Ameri-
cans is approximately 35 times the total net worth of the poorest 160 mil-
lion Americans. That makes the average “one percenter” a mind- boggling 
1855 times wealthier than the average person in the bottom 50%.

In recent decades, the rich got richer and the poor stayed poor. In addi-
tion to stagnating or declining wages and much smaller shares of overall 
wealth, poorer workers are working many more hours per year than they 
did a generation ago. With outsourcing, weak unions or no unions, high 
unemployment levels, dismissal from jobs at the discretion of employers 
(unlike in Europe or Japan), and flooded labor markets, these workers 

Table 3– 1 Annual family incomes in the United States in 1970 and 2005, in constant 2005 
dollars.

Poorest  
20%

Second  
20%

Middle  
20%

Fourth  
20%

Richest  
20%

Richest  
5%

1970 $13,340 $29,500 $42,650 $57,530 $98,930 $150,640
2005 $14,770 $35,140 $56,230 $84,100 $176,290 $308,640

Source: US Census Bureau, “Current Population Survey, Annual Social and Economic 
Supplements,” “Historical Income Tables— Families.”



Figure 3– 1. Changes in annual family incomes in the US, 1970 to 2005.

Source: US Census Bureau, “Current Population Survey, Annual Social and Economic 
Supplements.”
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Figure 3– 2. Distribution of total wealth in the US in 2010, by quintile.

Source: Dan Ariely, “Americans Want to Live in a Much More Equal Country (They Just Don't 
Realize It).”
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have little job security today. It all adds up to less economic security and 
greater economic anxiety for many Americans. All this, remember, in a 
country that is three- and- a- half times richer than it was in 1965.

Just now I said that in recent decades poorer Americans had not suc-
ceeded in getting their fair share of America’s growing wealth. But what is 
a fair share?7 Opinions differ widely. Conservatives are comfortable with 
immense economic disparities between wealthier and poorer Americans. 
Big gaps in income and wealth confirm their belief in the workings of a 
beneficent free market that rewards the really important and productive 
members of society, and punishes unproductive losers. Progressives seek 
to decrease disparities in wealth and increase the incomes and economic 
security of poor and middle- class Americans. We believe that we are all 
in this economy together and that everyone should benefit from rising 
prosperity.

In thinking about this question, I find the idea of “economic citizen-
ship” helpful. The American economy is immense and immensely com-
plex, with many kinds of jobs that need doing. Some require rare skills 
or complex training, while others do not. Some demand extraordinary 
physical strength or stamina, some unusual mental acuity, others both 
or neither. Some less glamorous jobs are by any reasonable reckoning 
necessary— someone has to grow our food, dispose of our garbage, nurse 
sick patients, educate young children— while others seem dispensable 
(somewhat paradoxically, dispensable jobs often pay much better than 
necessary ones). Some jobs are stimulating and enjoyable, while others 
are dirty, dull, difficult, dangerous, and hard to imagine anyone doing 
without the stimulus of wages.

I believe that anyone who proves him or herself willing to perform a 
reasonable amount of useful work over his or her lifetime— work that our 
society either finds valuable enough to pay for, or that it depends on and 
cannot do without, such as child rearing— should be considered an eco-
nomic citizen. Just like political citizenship, economic citizenship as I con-
ceive it involves both rights and responsibilities. In exchange for meeting 
their economic responsibilities economic citizens should secure a right to 
basic provisioning and economic security. In a society as advanced and 
wealthy as the United States this should include rights to primary and sec-
ondary education and any additional training necessary to become or re-
main economically productive; health care adequate to meet most emer-
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gencies; sufficient remuneration during one’s working life to live decently 
without having to work excessively long hours; and a pension sufficient to 
secure a comfortable retirement. In addition to guarantees that such basic 
material needs will be met, I believe all economic citizens are also entitled 
to a reasonable share of the growing wealth represented by rising annual 
GDP, because they help create that increased wealth.

I say economic citizens deserve all this as a matter of justice, not charity. 
Securing basic material needs and a fair share of our society’s growing 
economic wealth can be accomplished in various ways, from minimum 
wage laws and tighter labor markets to needs- based college scholarships 
and progressive tax structures. The key point is that they should be effec-
tively guaranteed as fair compensation for an individual’s economic con-
tributions. Securing basic economic justice will also keep most Ameri-
cans invested in the success of our society, which is just as important 
for the rich as for the poor. After all, without a widely shared prosperity, 
wealthy citizens’ hold on their possessions becomes more tenuous.

Much more might be said regarding what economic basics to guar-
antee and what would constitute a reasonable or fair share of society’s 
growing wealth, with room for legitimate disagreement. But economic in-
equality has grown so extreme in the United States in recent decades that 
I see no need to specify these further for purposes of my argument here. 
Tens of millions of hard- working Americans find it difficult or impossible 
to meet their basic economic needs today, the majority of Americans have 
received so little from large productivity gains in recent decades, while the 
wealthiest one or two percent are squatting on such vast reserves of un-
earned and undeserved wealth, that the injustice of the current situation 
is obvious and cries out for redress.

To be clear: I am not advocating some Maoist conception of complete 
economic equality, which seems to me neither necessary nor just. Argu-
ably some workers deserve somewhat greater compensation than others, 
due to their greater efforts or economic contributions.8 Some degree of 
differential pay incentivizes effort and innovation, leading to greater eco-
nomic productivity and increased overall wealth. Allowing some amount 
of excess wealth to accumulate as capital that is then available for produc-
tive investment may benefit society as a whole. But the operative word in 
all these cases is “some.” Just as morality and prudence argue against too 
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much enforced economic equality, there are moral and practical limits to 
acceptable economic inequality.

I do not claim to know what a perfectly fair distribution of the vast 
wealth Americans have created in recent decades might be, but I do feel 
confident that its actual distribution has been grossly unfair. Too many 
people who have worked hard and well, performing some of our society’s 
most essential economic roles, have seen their economic fortunes de-
cline, sometimes steeply. We might debate whether the wealthiest 20% of 
Americans deserved two, three, or even four times as great a reward as the 
poorest 20% for their greater importance or supposedly higher produc-
tivity during this period. But no one can seriously argue that they were 
fifty- four times more important or productive, or deserved fifty- four times 
the reward— which is what they received. No serious argument exists that 
unless the wealthiest Americans are allowed to keep almost all the in-
creased wealth generated by an expanding economy, important work will 
be left undone or productivity gains will cease.9 On the contrary: if the 
average person becomes convinced that the economic system is rigged 
against him and that his efforts to get ahead are doomed to failure, that 
will likely undermine both his own economic efforts and his willingness 
to let others keep what they have earned through theirs.

If you accept the commonsense view that the purpose of material 
wealth is to help people live good lives, then America’s skewed income 
and wealth distributions over the past forty years appear not only unjust, 
but also highly inefficient. That’s because increased wealth is more likely 
to help poor people improve their lives than to help rich people do so.10 
Money, wonderful as it is, appears to have what economists call “dimin-
ishing marginal utility.”11 Shifting resources toward the poor often allows 
them to meet important unmet needs, while funneling more resources 
to the rich mostly just helps them satisfy their desires in more expensive 
or elaborate ways. An extra one million dollars in the pocket of some-
one earning $10 million annually will probably not significantly affect 
her happiness. But divide that million dollars into fifty $20,000 shares 
and add it to the annual incomes of fifty men and women currently earn-
ing the minimum wage of $15,000 per year, and you have just raised fifty 
families out of poverty. Whether you do that through taxing the million-
aire and cutting checks to the fifty poverty- wage workers, or through 
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other measures which tip the scales in favor of labor over capital, such as 
increasing the minimum wage or reducing immigration to tighten labor 
markets, doing so clearly will further the common good.

Beyond their unfairness and their manifest inefficiency, I believe re-
cent trends toward greater economic inequality are bad for our country in 
other ways. A winner- take- all economic philosophy is not consistent with 
the core American values of securing opportunities widely across society 
and rewarding individual hard work.12 If we truly believe in the dignity 
and worth of every individual we cannot allow less wealthy Americans 
to sink into overworked, insecure poverty. If we truly believe in equality 
and democracy, we cannot accept ever- greater economic inequality, or 
the political impotence that mass poverty entails. A robust political citi-
zenship demands some protection for economic citizenship as well. Most 
fundamentally, if we want to have a society at all, one where we cooperate 
as well as compete with one another, and not just a huge agglomeration 
of strangers, then we must reverse these trends.

CAUSES OF INCREASED INEQUALITY

This startling juxtaposition— of greatly increased overall wealth with the 
nearly total failure of poorer Americans to capture a reasonable share of 
it— is the great economic fact of our time. It cries out for some expla-
nation. Most mainstream accounts focus on technological changes and 
the shift from manufacturing to a service economy, which have radically 
changed the skills most in demand in the US economy. These trends, we 
are told, have devalued brute strength and manual labor and put a pre-
mium on “head work.”13 As Treasury Secretary Henry Paulson put this 
conventional wisdom in 2006: “Market forces work to provide the great-
est rewards to those with the needed skills in growth areas. This means 
that those workers with less education and fewer skills will realize fewer 
rewards and have fewer opportunities to advance.”14 Other explanations 
of widening inequality foreground the failure to maintain the real value of 
the federal minimum wage,15 or the disproportionate benefits accruing to 
wealthier Americans from the tax cuts signed into law by Ronald Reagan 
in 1981 and 1986 and George W. Bush in 2001 and 2003.16
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There seems to be some truth to all these explanations. The more 
formal education workers have the better they have done economically 
in recent decades. The real value of the minimum wage has declined sig-
nificantly since the 1970s, affecting tens of millions of workers. Numer-
ous studies have shown that the tax cuts of the 1980s and early 2000s 
benefited upper- income earners much more than poor and middle- class 
Americans, helping to ratchet up inequality. But all this does not fully 
explain why less- educated American workers have fared so much worse 
than their Canadian, Japanese, or Western European counterparts, whose 
economies have gone through the same changes during the same time. 
Similarly it leaves unexplained why lawmakers in the United States, from 
both major political parties, have legislated wage, tax, and benefits poli-
cies that have increased inequality, while legislators in other developed 
countries have often enacted policies designed to reduce inequality.

Another common explanation for increased economic inequality 
points to weak American labor unions. According to Bruce Western and 
Jake Rosenfeld, “From 1973 to 2007, private sector union membership in 
the United States declined from 34 to 8 percent for men and from 16 to 
6 percent for women. During this time, wage inequality in the private 
sector increased by over 40 percent.”17 This precipitous drop in union 
membership directly undermined efforts to raise wages for millions of 
previously unionized workers. Strong unions had also been a primary 
incentive for employers resisting unionization to “buy off ” non- union 
workers with improved wages and benefits. In addition and more broadly, 
the authors hypothesize that “unions also contribute to a moral economy 
that institutionalizes norms for fair pay, even for nonunion workers. In 
the early 1970s, when 1 in 3 male workers were organized, unions were 
often prominent voices for equity, not just for their members, but for all 
workers. Union decline marks an erosion of the moral economy and its 
underlying distributional norms. Wage inequality in the nonunion sector 
increased as a result.”18

Again there seems to be some truth to this explanation.19 Smaller 
union memberships and the weak bargaining power of the remaining pri-
vate sector unions in the United States do appear to have limited workers’ 
ability to demand higher wages and benefits in recent decades. But this 
explanation also raises as many questions as it answers. In particular, we 
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need to ask why American unions have declined so precipitously, much 
more so than unions in Western Europe and Japan. Corruption and poor 
strategic decisions by union leaders, such as the failure to focus sooner on 
unionizing service employees, are certainly contributing factors, but can-
not be the whole story. And those explanations don’t explain why unions’ 
bargaining powers have eroded even where the workforce has remained 
unionized.

Many economists argue that another important factor in American 
workers’ declining fortunes has been the resumption of mass immigra-
tion. Paul Samuelson, a Nobel Prize winner, wrote in the 1964 edition of 
his best- selling economics textbook: “After World War I, laws were passed 
severely limiting immigration. Only a trickle of immigrants has been ad-
mitted since then . . . By keeping labor supply down, immigration policy 
tends to keep wages high. Let us underline this basic principle: Limita-
tion of the supply of any grade of labor relative to all other productive 
factors can be expected to raise its wage rate; an increase in supply will, 
other things being equal, tend to depress wage rates.”20 Recent history has 
proved this notion correct.

Starting with the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965, Con-
gress greatly increased legal immigration levels, from around 250,000 
per year to about 1.1 million per year today.21 Because the 1965 Act en-
couraged non- European immigration and family reunification while de- 
emphasizing literacy, education, and special skills requirements, most of 
these new immigrants were relatively unskilled and relatively poorly edu-
cated. So are the vast majority of undocumented immigrants in America, 
who currently number about 12 million people. One study found that 
from 1980 to 1995 immigration increased the number of college gradu-
ates in the US workforce by 4% while increasing the number of workers 
without a high school diploma by 21%.22

The upshot has been that labor markets for less skilled workers in the 
United States have been flooded with workers: driving down their wages, 
allowing employers to slash their benefits, and greatly increasing un-
employment among poorer Americans.23 Well- educated, highly skilled 
workers, by contrast, have mostly been spared strong downward pres-
sure on their own wages. And because they command greater disposable 
income, these highly- skilled workers have profited more from the lower 
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prices of goods and services made possible by lower labor costs. Doctors, 
lawyers, and computer software engineers have done pretty well in recent 
years. Truck drivers, butchers, nurses, cleaning women, and bus boys? 
Not so well.

Anyone who has spent time looking for work or negotiating a salary 
knows that it makes a difference whether employers are begging for 
workers, or workers are begging for work.24 As most of us learned in Eco-
nomics 101, in a market economy wages are set by the mutual consent of 
(potential) employers and (potential) employees. Employers try to hire 
for as little as possible, to keep their profits up. Workers bargain for the 
highest possible wages. What they finally agree to is largely determined 
by supply and demand. Tighten the labor market, either by increasing 
demand for workers or by reducing the supply, and wages and benefits 
increase. Reduce demand or flood the market with workers, and wages 
and benefits decrease. Flooded labor markets also increase unemploy-
ment within sectors with excess workers.

It has proven surprisingly difficult to agree on the precise impacts of 
immigration on poorer workers’ wages and opportunities. George Borjas 
contends that during the 1970s and 1980s each 10% increase in the number 
of workers in a particular economic field in the United States decreased 
wages in that field by 3.5% on average.25 More recently, researching the 
impacts of immigration on African Americans, Borjas and colleagues 
have argued that “a 10% immigration- induced increase in the supply of 
workers in a particular skill group reduced the black wage of that group 
by 2.5%, lowered the employment rate by 5.9 percentage points, and in-
creased the incarceration rate by 1.3 percentage points.”26

In contrast, economist David Card maintains that comparisons be-
tween US cities with larger and smaller percentages of immigrants show 
little to no downward pressure on poorer workers’ wages in most cases 
(although he acknowledges evidence of significant downward wage pres-
sure in a few cities with particularly rapid growth in immigrant popu-
lations).27 More recently, Gianmarco Ottaviano and Giovanni Peri have 
claimed that any immigration- driven downward pressure on poorer 
workers’ wages has been concentrated on previous immigrants, who are 
more likely to compete with new immigrants. They argue that poorer 
native- born workers have largely been spared the effects of direct compe-
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tition with new immigrants and that because such workers benefit from 
the opportunities provided by a growing economy, immigration may 
actually improve their economic welfare.28

However, arguments for the benign effect of immigration on Ameri-
can workers have lost much of their persuasiveness after a decade of per-
sistently high unemployment among less- educated Americans. A recent 
study found 4.9 million more working- age, native- born US citizens with 
no more than a high school education were out of work in 2013 than in 
2000, while among those with some college experience but no degree, 6.8 
million more were unemployed. During this period many new jobs in the 
United States were filled by immigrants rather than by unemployed citi-
zens. As the study notes: “The overall size of the working- age native- born 
population [in the United States] increased by 16.4 million from 2000 
to 2013, yet the number of natives actually holding a job was 1.3 million 
lower in 2013 than 2000.” Meanwhile, “over the same time period, the 
number of immigrants working increased by 5.3 million.”29 Long- term 
unemployment can be devastating for poorer workers, who often have 
little savings to cushion difficult economic times, and for older workers, 
who may feel useless and ashamed over their inability to provide for their 
families.

Debates on the precise impacts of immigration on workers’ wages turn 
in part on disagreements regarding the relative “substitutability” of differ-
ent classes of workers. This is an issue that appears to resist easy empirical 
resolution. Reviewing the economic literature, I think the weight of evi-
dence points to significant downward pressure on poorer workers’ earn-
ings by recent immigration. I am particularly impressed by the compari-
son between the United States and Canada, two countries with high levels 
of immigration and relatively similar economies, but with very different 
immigration systems. Canada, which primarily imports well- educated 
workers with skills that are in high demand, has seen greater downward 
wage pressure among its more skilled employment classes than the United 
States, while wages for less- skilled Canadian workers have held up better 
than they have south of the border.30 This is what one would expect if the 
standard Econ 101 view were correct, that rapidly increasing the supply of 
workers depresses wages.

Similarly, while immigration’s impacts on unemployment are difficult 
to precisely quantify, it appears to be an important factor in the increase 
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and increasing persistence of unemployment. This is particularly true 
among younger Americans, who may have a hard time getting a foot on 
the first rung of the work ladder; older Americans, who are easier to dis-
card in a flooded labor market; and poorer Americans, who face greater 
job competition from immigrants.31 One might hope that a poor econ-
omy would afford some relief from this downward pressure, by leading to 
less immigration. But because many immigrants come from very difficult 
economic circumstances, immigration levels seem relatively impervious 
to economic conditions in the United States. According to Steven Cama-
rota of the Center for Immigration Studies, during the 1990s there was 
a net growth of 21 million jobs in the United States and 12.1 million new 
immigrants, while during the following decade even more immigrants 
arrived (13.1 million) despite two severe recessions and a net decline of 
1 million jobs between 2000 and 2010.32

To state the obvious, long- term unemployment can be an economic 
catastrophe for working- class or middle- class Americans, while high 
levels of unemployment increase economic inequality between the poor 
and middle- class (largely dependent on their jobs for income) and the 
very wealthy (whose incomes derive primarily from investments). The 
total number of working- age native- born citizens not working in the 
United States (unemployed or out of the labor force entirely) was 18 mil-
lion larger in 2013 than it was in 2000.33 Not all of that increase can be 
blamed on mass immigration. But surely some of it can, with immigrants 
and native- born American citizens competing across the full range of 
occupations in the United States, according to figures from the US De-
partment of Labor,34 and all of the net gain in employment between 2000 
and 2013 going to immigrants.35

To conclude, even researchers who find little to no immigration- 
driven wage suppression among low- wage workers in the United States 
acknowledge that wealthier Americans have benefited economically a lot 
more from mass immigration than poorer Americans. Meanwhile even 
pro- growth advocates for increased immigration who find its overall eco-
nomic impacts beneficial have to admit that current immigration policies 
import large numbers of poor people into the United States each year.36 
So even on the most benign reading of the evidence, mass immigration 
appears to be widening economic inequality in the United States.

Of course, both the causes of increased inequality and the American 
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economy itself are complex. It would be a mistake to dismiss all the other 
possible factors in working- class wage stagnation over the past four de-
cades and focus exclusively on mass immigration as the cause. On the 
other hand, it would be a mistake to follow many of my fellow progres-
sives and completely discount immigration’s effects for ideological rea-
sons, without considering the facts. Let’s examine one industry where 
immigration seems to have made a big difference.

MEATPACKING

My friend Steve grew up in Dubuque, Iowa. After graduating from high 
school in 1973 he went to work in a packing house there, “cutting cows.” 
Steve remembers the work as repetitive and boring, but he stayed on for 
seven years. Dubuque Packers, Inc., like most of the American meatpack-
ing industry, was unionized and paid high wages: from $16 to $20 an hour 
for most jobs at the plant.

“People lived real well,” Steve recalls. “They had boats and second 
homes” on the little lakes that dot east- central Iowa. They also had the 
time to enjoy them, since work hours were limited by contract. Being 
unionized their jobs were also secure— or so Steve and his coworkers 
thought.37

Working in a slaughterhouse, then as now, was hard and exhausting. 
But in the 1970s it paid pretty well throughout the United States, partly 
as a result of union drives in previous decades. In today’s dollars, wages 
averaged $23.60 per hour at US meatpacking plants in 1975, and health 
and retirement benefits were generous.38 The work may have been diffi-
cult, but it kept men without college degrees and their families in a com-
fortable, middle- class existence. Workers saw these as good, permanent 
jobs. Turnover at the plants was low.

The system worked reasonably well for all the people involved. Workers 
got steady, well- paid work and a say in working conditions. Meatpacking 
companies turned a profit. And American consumers bought beef, pork, 
and chicken at some of the lowest prices in the world.

Today slaughterhouse jobs average $13.30 per hour— 44% less than they 
did forty years ago— and salaries start as low as $7 per hour. Benefits have 
been cut industry- wide, with decent health insurance rare and good re-
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tirement plans nonexistent. Workers are now also highly transient. What 
happened?39

Well, corporate profits were high, but apparently not as high as they 
could be. That meant trouble for meatpackers. Starting in the 1970s and 
accelerating in the 1980s, big companies like ConAgra and IBP demanded 
steep wage cuts and other concessions. Small companies, like Dubuque 
Packers, followed suit or were driven out of business. In plant after 
plant, town after town, the companies closed down plants and locked 
out workers, either shifting production elsewhere or bringing in outside 
workers to replace union members who balked at seeing their wages cut. 
Workers staged dozens of strikes and fought tenaciously, in some cases 
for years. In every instance they were forced to make large concessions or 
lost their jobs altogether.

The meatpacking industry’s union- busting tactics worked because un-
like in many countries, American labor law allows companies to perma-
nently replace striking workers (and because Democratic politicians have 
failed to defend workers’ rights by changing the law when they have con-
trolled Congress). But crucially, breaking unions also worked because the 
companies had a large supply of poor, unskilled immigrant workers to use 
as strikebreakers. Just as Italians and Slavs “fresh off the boat” were used 
to thwart unions in Chicago slaughterhouses at the turn of the twentieth 
century (as memorably chronicled in Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle) pack-
ing companies used Hispanics and Southeast Asians to defeat unions in 
the 1970s and 1980s.

iTem: sTorm Lake, ioWa

In 1981 the Hygrade hog- processing plant in Storm Lake, Iowa, locked 
out five hundred unionized workers, replacing them with Laotians, Viet-
namese, Mexicans, and other immigrants. The company broke the union, 
but a few old union members swallowed their pride and later were hired 
back at half- wages. Since then the plant has relied almost exclusively on 
immigrant workers. Many of them do not know that experienced line 
workers there once received six weeks of paid vacation annually.40
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iTem: greeLey, CoLoraDo

In 1980 the Monfort Company of Greeley, Colorado, locked out four-
teen hundred workers and closed their main meatpacking plant. They re-
opened two years later with 40% wage cuts and even greater cuts in bene-
fits. In 1987 Monfort did the same thing at their four- hundred- person 
“portion foods” plant. In both cases, bringing in immigrants as replace-
ment workers was a key part of company strategy. Union representative 
Steve Clasen recalled that throughout the 1980s, as immigrants took over 
more jobs at Monfort plants, “the company would use migrants to justify 
keeping the wage structure low.”41

iTem: aUsTin, minnesoTa

In Austin, Minnesota, good wages allowed the Hormel Company’s 
workers and managers to live side- by- side in middle- class neighborhoods 
during the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s. But by the 1980s the Hormel family de-
cided the company could no longer buck industry trends, and demanded 
steep wage cuts. Workers staged a bitter strike for a year and a half to 
preserve their standard of living. They were crushed. Over one thousand 
workers lost their jobs. Minnesota had a strong tradition of labor soli-
darity, so it was particularly important that Hormel could count on bring-
ing in hundreds of recent immigrants with no historic ties to the area and 
with few other economic options. The Hormel strike was widely viewed as 
the death blow to organized labor in the meatpacking industry.42

*

The stories at Storm Lake, Greeley, and Austin were repeated again and 
again across the United States. After a while, the mere threat to bring in 
immigrant workers could force concessions from the unions. Workers at 
one plant or company who successfully resisted wage reductions, work 
speed- ups, or decertification of their unions, were undermined when 
these measures succeeded elsewhere. Today the unions are mostly gone 
and those that remain have little bargaining power. Each individual em-
ployee must take whatever the company offers, or take a hike.

What does it mean when a job pays $10 or $12 an hour rather than $20 
or $25? Lower wages make it more difficult to save money; combined with 
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reduced benefits, there is less economic cushion if things go wrong. So 
the family as a whole has less security and a lower quality of life. Mom or 
Dad may have to take a second job to make ends meet, and neither parent 
may be able to stay at home and take care of young children. Everyone is 
more tired. There is less leisure time and less time for being with family. 
Jobs that once supported a middle- class family have been replaced with 
jobs that keep that same family in poverty.

The new jobs not only pay much less, they are also more dangerous, 
since workers no longer negotiate hours, breaks, or working conditions, 
and cannot effectively challenge supervisors who cut corners on safety. 
Injury rates have jumped since the 1970s as companies have increased line 
speeds up to the limits of physical endurance. According to the Occupa-
tional Safety and Health Administration (OSHA), slaughterhouse work is 
now the most dangerous major occupation in the United States.43

Today meatpacking jobs are unattractive, even to poor immigrants. 
Turnover is high: 60% to 70% annually industry- wide and an astounding 
700% to 800% per year at some plants.44 This turnover costs the compa-
nies money, and if it wasn’t so easy to exploit new workers, this would 
give them some incentive to improve wages and working conditions. But 
with high immigration rates there are always newcomers to fill these dif-
ficult and dangerous jobs. Wages stay low. Company profits, however, are 
higher than ever.45

*

The transformation I have just described in the meatpacking industry sig-
nifies an immense, ongoing transfer of wealth from workers to owners. 
In the middle of the greatest sustained increase in overall wealth in the 
nation’s history, meatpacking companies successfully drove tens of thou-
sands of American workers performing grueling, necessary work from 
middle- class prosperity into poverty. This never would have been possible 
without the 1965 Revisions to the Immigration and Nationality Act. The 
packing companies could not have replaced tens of thousands of locked- 
out union members without the ready availability of tens of thousands of 
poor immigrants desperate for work.

For the same reasons, these low wages and dangerous working con-
ditions could not persist in the meatpacking industry without continu-
ing high levels of immigration. Over and over, today’s packinghouse 
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workers describe themselves as “expendable” in the eyes of management. 
Sadly, they are. As things now stand it is easier and more profitable to use 
workers up and get new ones, rather than treating them as valued assets, 
much less as fellow human beings. This may seem like “the harsh logic 
of the market.” Actually it is the harsh logic of a flooded labor market; 
flooded in this case by the deliberate decisions of successive US Con-
gresses, which set annual immigration levels, and successive presidential 
administrations, which decide whether or not to enforce immigration 
laws.

In Steve’s case, the company lowered the boom in 1979. “They claimed 
they couldn’t hang on with a union,” Steve remembers, and with the big-
ger companies slashing labor costs and aggressively undercutting their 
competitors’ prices, they may have been right.46 Dubuque Packers locked 
out their workers and closed the plant for a year, then reopened with a 
new, non- union, poorly paid, largely immigrant workforce. Steve and his 
coworkers held out for a while, but every week saw fewer and fewer walk-
ing the picket line. Eventually they all gave up and many left their home 
state for good. Steve headed west to Colorado. When he first arrived in 
Fort Collins, in 1980, he looked for work at the nearby Monfort slaugh-
terhouses. Ten years earlier this might have been a good bet. Now Mon-
fort, in the process of breaking its own union, was offering even lower 
pay than Dubuque Packers. Steve went into construction and agricultural 
work instead.

However, one man’s loss may be another man’s opportunity— as with 
my Fort Collins neighbor, Francisco Nevares, for instance. Francisco talks 
quickly and smiles easily, especially when his eyes light on one of his 
many grandchildren. He first came to the United States from Mexico over 
forty years ago, cowboying for years on ranches across the West. In 1984 
he found more steady work at Monfort’s main slaughterhouse in Greeley, 
cutting livers and kidneys out of the carcasses at a starting wage of $6.10 
an hour. By the time he left, twelve years later, Francisco was making 
$10.10. He considered that “good pay” with the overtime he earned work-
ing twelve- hour shifts, five days a week, for a sixty- hour work week.47

I have never met another post- 1980 worker who stayed more than a 
few years at Monfort, where working conditions are now so dangerous 
that even a lax OSHA fined the company millions of dollars during the 
1990s. When I ask Francisco why he stayed so long, he laughs and says: 
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“Es necessario trabajar! Hacer dinero, pagar los billes.  .  .  .” Although he 
found the work exhausting and eventually left for a job as a school jani-
tor, his Monfort paycheck allowed him to build a good life for himself 
and his family in the United States. No boat or second home by the lake 
for Francisco. Still, he was able to buy a modest house, raise four children 
in relative comfort, and send two of his kids to college. All this was a lot 
more than most poor men could achieve in Mexico, no matter how hard 
they worked, and Francisco is grateful for his opportunities in America. 
Monfort, he says, “always treated me well.”

In fact the new regime in meatpacking, miserly as it seems to those 
who knew the industry in better days, has offered a way up for thousands 
of poor immigrants. If you talk to residents of the growing Hispanic sec-
tions of Greeley or Fort Collins, you can hear many stories similar to 
Francisco’s. Of men and women who came here from Mexico or Central 
America, often illegally, and found whatever work they could at whatever 
wages they could get. They saved money and started families. They helped 
their brothers, sisters, and other relatives come here, finding employers 
who would offer work visas, or sending money to hire coyotes to smuggle 
them over the border. For the most part, as soon as they could these im-
migrants got the hell out of the packing houses. And along the way they 
worked hard to make better lives for themselves and their families. Lean-
ing across a back fence, or sitting in a crowded living room, sharing a cer-
veza fria and listening to these families’ stories, I have sometimes felt a 
lump grow in my throat. The American dream is alive and well in these 
immigrants.

All of which suggests a dilemma. What if America’s current meatpack-
ing regime, including allowing the packing companies to have access to 
vast pools of unskilled labor, is good for poor Mexicans and other poten-
tial immigrants, but bad for American workers? Bad for native- born citi-
zens, who still make up two- thirds of the slaughterhouse workforce,48 and 
even for previous immigrants, who would benefit from a tighter labor 
market in meatpacking? Good for Francisco, but bad for Steve? Good for 
Francisco in 1984, but bad for Francisco ten or twenty years later?

*

Meatpacking is an important example, because it is the kind of hard, dirty, 
physical work that we are often told “Americans won’t do,” making immi-
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grant labor necessary. In fact, forty years ago this work was done almost 
exclusively by native- born Americans. It took extraordinary efforts by 
“Big Meat” to make meatpacking a job that is often done by recent immi-
grants or others desperate for work. Today Americans do try to avoid the 
industry, but that is because it pays poorly and is so dangerous. Why take 
a hard, risky job if it does not pay much better than one that is easier and 
safer? And even today, the majority of meatpacking workers are native- 
born American citizens— now working for much less than the previous 
generation of meat- packers.

Not only is meatpacking a job that Americans will do. Barring a mass 
conversion to vegetarianism, meatpacking is also a job that someone has 
to do. Recent experience teaches us that the American economy can per-
form just fine with slaughterhouse workers making solid middle- class 
wages or poverty- level wages, earning good benefits or few benefits, 
working under safe conditions or dangerous conditions. Which alterna-
tives should we progressives prefer?

My own view is that regardless of who performs them slaughterhouse 
jobs in America should be as safe as possible and carry high wages and 
extensive benefits. Well- off professionals whose work is intrinsically re-
warding should be especially grateful to people like meat cutters, garbage 
men, and cleaning ladies, who do society’s tough, dangerous, or monoto-
nous work. This work needs to be done. We know that many of our less- 
educated fellow- citizens wind up doing it and need to do it, to earn a 
living and to secure their own self- respect. So we should do all we can to 
improve wages and working conditions in these jobs. With labor unions 
weak and Democratic politicians confused and timid, perhaps the best 
thing we can do for our fellow workers is to help tighten labor markets, 
so they can negotiate the best possible wages and working conditions for 
themselves. That means reducing immigration and perhaps even paying 
a little more for chicken wings or hamburger meat at the supermarket.

Now I realize the value of those same tough, dangerous, monotonous 
jobs to new immigrants from Mexico or Cambodia, even at significantly 
lower wages. I realize the value of their remittances to relatives back home. 
It is only honest to acknowledge that if we lower immigration levels some 
would- be immigrants and their families will lose out.

However it seems to me that as Americans, our first responsibility is 
to create an economically just society that provides decent opportunities 
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for our fellow citizens. If our economy also creates jobs that can benefit 
new arrivals, so much the better. But we have no right to pursue immigra-
tion policies that sacrifice the vital economic interests of poor Americans 
in order to help poor foreigners. There is something morally wrong in a 
view that says, “Let’s spread native working- class workers’ wealth around 
to poor immigrants, while successful, well- educated professionals like us 
reap the benefits in terms of cheaper gardeners, nannies, and restaurant 
meals.”

Don’t get me wrong. The United States is a wealthy nation and I be-
lieve Americans should look for ways to share our wealth so that it bene-
fits poor people overseas. But we should not do it on the backs of those 
least able to afford it here in our own country. That is unjust to our fellow 
citizens, who have a special claim on us to set policies that increase their 
welfare. And in the case of mass immigration, it is helping create a less 
egalitarian society with an ever- widening gap between rich and poor. If 
we are not careful, the United States may end up looking like the crummy 
plutocracies that so many immigrants are fleeing.

Some readers may find such a possibility preposterous. After all, they 
may opine, America is the land of opportunity and will always remain so. 
But during the past forty years the United States has become a much less 
egalitarian society, with greater income stratification and less economic 
mobility between classes than most other developed nations. In short, we 
have become more like Mexico and Brazil economically. Let me ask the 
optimists reading this book what precisely you think is going to change 
in order to slow or reverse these trends. Are corporate executives going 
to undergo a mass humanitarian conversion and increase workers’ wages 
and benefits, solely out of the goodness of their hearts? Are the laws of 
supply and demand going to magically reverse themselves, so that in-
creasing the number of workers drives wages up rather than down? For-
give this progressive for being skeptical. If we want to reverse these nega-
tive economic trends, the evidence suggests that we must tighten labor 
markets for less skilled, less educated workers.

Whatever you think America owes the rest of the world and however 
much you may join me in admiring immigrants’ courage, resourceful-
ness, and work ethic, it seems wrong to help poor foreigners in ways that 
harm working- class American citizens. It seems doubly wrong to say, as 
current policy in effect says: From now on the one hundred and twenty 
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thousand line workers in a major branch of American industry will be a 
permanent underclass. No matter how wealthy America becomes, they will 
continue to make low wages. When their bodies are damaged or worn out, 
we will send them packing and get new ones. In fact, they will be paid just 
enough and treated just well enough, so that people from the poorest nations 
on Earth will continue to take these jobs.

This has long been America’s de facto policy toward agricultural labor. 
In the past forty years it has infected meatpacking and many other areas 
of our economy. But watch out, my fellow progressives! Accept this ap-
proach and we give up all hope of creating a truly just society, ceding the 
whole economic realm to the forces of reaction and inequity. I see no rea-
son to think the economic barbarians will stop at the slaughterhouses and 
the factories, and not gallop on to the offices and cubicles where many of 
us work, hoping to find the prosperity and security that our blue- collar 
fellow citizens once enjoyed. At the height of the great recession of 2008– 
2009, former Federal Reserve Board Chairman Alan Greenspan testified 
before the Senate Subcommittee on Immigration, Refugees, and Border 
Security in favor of greatly increasing high- skilled immigration, citing 
as an important benefit that increasing immigration would drive down 
wages.49 As the rest of the world becomes more educated and learns En-
glish, we may see more and more white- collar jobs going the way of the 
meatpacking industry. If Upton Sinclair’s “jungle” is once again a reality, 
can Charles Dickens’ Bob Cratchit be far behind?

As for my friend Steve, he has worked many jobs since he moved to 
Colorado, in construction, agriculture, landscaping, and nursing, among 
others. But he has never held a steady job that paid as well as his first job 
out of high school with Dubuque Packers. And he probably never will 
again.
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WINNERS AND LOSERS

Any immigration policy will have winners and losers: people with more 
job opportunities and people with fewer; folks with more money in their 
pockets and folks with less. This is because the people affected by immi-
gration often have conflicting interests, a point that is obscured by discus-
sions that focus on what level of immigration is “good for the economy.” 
Remember that employers generally support high levels of immigration 
precisely because they drive down workers’ wages.1 If they didn’t lower 
wages, the benefits to employers would disappear and they would have no 
reason to push for more immigration. Over the years Samuel Gompers, 
A. Philip Randolph, and other titans of the American labor movement 
pushed for reductions in immigration.2 Their position would have made 
no sense if tightening labor markets did not, in fact, improve prospects 
for organizing workers and for bargaining up wages and benefits.

The story told in the previous chapter is not unique. What happened 
in meatpacking in recent decades has happened or is happening across 
many areas of the economy: agriculture, hotel and motel housekeeping, 
landscaping, restaurant work, janitorial services. In one sector after an-
other where immigrants have come to take a significant portion of jobs, 
whether primarily through legal or illegal immigration, wages have been 
driven down and benefits have been lost. This process is largely complete 
in meatpacking— although curbing immigration could once again make 
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it possible for slaughterhouse workers to organize and improve their lot 
(in the aftermath of recent US Immigration and Customs Enforcement 
[ICE] raids which caught thousands of illegal workers, Swift and Com-
pany increased wages at six of their plants an average of 8% and offered 
generous signing bonuses, in order to find new workers and keep their 
plants running).3 We can see the same destruction of the middle class 
halfway complete in today’s construction industry, as I learned in dozens 
of interviews at construction sites across northern Colorado.

*

Jeff Gauthier has seen immigration’s impacts on the construction indus-
try up close. A friendly man with a direct, no- nonsense manner, he has 
been hanging drywall in new houses for thirty years, the last twenty- one 
running his own business. “We pride ourselves on quality and reliability,” 
Jeff tells me; he still works for some of the same builders as when he 
started out. He has always had plenty of work, although he has “never 
gotten real big.” Currently he has five men working for him full time, a 
multiethnic crew (Jeff is white). He warms up quickly to the topic of ille-
gal workers in construction.4

“I’ve got no qualms about people coming here,” Jeff says. “It’s the 
American dream.” But when there are millions of people here illegally, 
“that’s just wrong. They’re breaking the law. Period.” He says other small 
contractors and native workers agree with him, something my own inter-
views confirm. The bigger companies, though, are “a totally different 
story. That’s all they’re hiring”— and not because of their strong commit-
ment to ethnic diversity.

Hanging drywall is typically piece work. Jeff pays his workers $8– $10 
per sheet hung, with his total costs running $14– $15 a sheet. Some other 
contractors pay their illegal workers $3– $4 a sheet, in cash. “I’m fully in-
sured, [including] liability, unemployment insurance,” Jeff says. “I guar-
antee ya, half of their [the big contractors’] labor force is not insured.” It 
is pretty easy for less scrupulous contractors to outbid Jeff and still make 
a profit. He says he does not even show up anymore to bid for the big jobs, 
with mega- home builders like US Homes and Centex. His work is now 
mostly on expensive custom- built houses, where quality work can still 
earn a premium.

“I think it comes down to nothing but greed,” Jeff says, a statement I 
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will hear more than once as I talk to construction workers, landscapers, 
and cleaning women who have been priced out of former jobs. “They 
see a lot of dollar signs in front of their faces. .  .  . You’re in business to 
make money, I know that,” he says. But that should not be everything. 
“I’m making a living, but I’m also doing the right thing,” by hiring legal 
workers and paying them a living wage.

Loyalty to his workers, who average eight years working for him, is 
important to Jeff. In comparison, the big companies go through workers 
“like water,” he says. Loyalty to his country is also important. He worries 
that Americans are “selling our souls, just to get a few things cheaper.” “I’d 
be willing to spend more” to help American families earn decent wages, 
he asserts: another comment I have often heard from people discussing 
low wages in other industries, from meatpacking to housecleaning. I ask 
Jeff some direct questions about immigration.

Do immigrants perform jobs that Americans do not want to do? I ask. 
Answer: “That’s a flat- out false statement. In the construction industry, 
they’re taking over our jobs.”

Question: Does immigration push down wages? Answer: “There’s a 
lot of complaining out there.” He mentions a former employee, a great 
worker, now employed by South Valley Drywall, one of the big outfits 
in Denver, who only gets $3 a sheet. “They know they can get the labor 
cheaper,” Jeff says. It’s that simple.

Jeff is starting to think about retirement. He mentions that when he 
discussed the issue recently with Paul, one of his longtime employees, he 
“got a worried look on his face. He knows that if he has to get a new job, 
his pay will be less.”

“Who wants to go to work for less than fair wages?” Jeff asks.
Or for less than you made twenty years ago? I add.
“Exactly. You think you’re climbing the ladder in life. . . .”
Before I leave, Jeff tours me through the nearly finished home he’s 

working on. The drywall work is very well done.

*

Men like Jeff Gauthier and Tom Kenney, whom we met in the first chap-
ter, want to preserve a decent middle- class life for themselves, their fami-
lies, and their fellow workers. They make it clear that they are not asking 
for handouts, or special treatment. But they see opportunities drying up 
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for people like themselves in construction— and they do not see poli-
ticians doing anything about it. When I mention that I find it odd that 
many unions and Democratic politicians support increased immigration, 
given their historic roles in defending the interests of American workers, 
Jeff and Tom have little to say. Like most American workers, they simply 
do not expect any help from unions or the Democratic party, who used 
to be workers’ natural political allies.

All this is not just a matter of lost wages and earnings. It also involves 
losing relationships with long- time clients when they make the jump 
to cheaper contractors who use immigrant labor. It is about declining 
quality, as less- skilled drywallers take over more of the work and anyone 
competing with them is forced to cut corners. Personal relationships and 
craftsmanship, too, are being eroded by “market forces,” as the econo-
mists say, or “greed,” to use more old- fashioned language. “The country’s 
selling itself for money,” says Jeff.

Tom and Jeff blame greedy contractors, out- of- touch politicians, and 
Americans generally for letting immigration get out of hand. One group 
they do not blame, interestingly enough, is immigrants themselves, even 
those here illegally.

Jeff, who has taken several hunting trips to northern Mexico, describes 
seeing people in Sonora living in “less than a hut. They’re so used to being 
so poor, that anything they can make here, they’re happy to make,” he 
says. “A trailer is a big step up.”5

Tom Kenny recalls his son, then in his early twenties and working for 
him, talking one day about the “damn Mexicans” who were pricing them 
out of jobs. “Don’t generalize,” he says he told his son. “If you were born 
in Mexico and had to fight for every piece of food, you would do the same 
thing. You would come here.”6

I have interviewed a journeyman carpenter, who, as soon as I told him 
my research topic, volunteered that “Tom Tancredo can s*** my d***” 
(a reference to the former Colorado Congressman and inveterate foe of 
mass immigration) before adding that the real problem with immigration 
was its contribution to population growth and urban sprawl.7 If I were to 
ignore Tom Kenny’s advice and “generalize,” I would say white construc-
tion workers and other blue- collar workers are no more racist or “anti- 
immigrant” than other Americans. My fellow progressives would do well 
to look beyond the country music on the radio and the gun rack in back 
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of the pickup truck to the human beings represented by these disempow-
ered American workers. They might be surprised at what they see and 
some of what they don’t see, as well.

LIMITS TO TRANSCENDENCE

In deciding what immigration policy to set as a society, it is important 
to realize the limits to personal generosity and altruistic feelings in miti-
gating mass immigration’s negative impacts on workers. Javier Morale’s 
boss, Andy, prides himself on not taking advantage of his workers. A big 
part of Jeff Gauthier’s sense of his own success is that over the years, his 
business has helped his workers, who are also his friends, earn a good 
wage and support their families. But there are limits to what Andy and 
Jeff can pay their workers before they price themselves out of a job. They 
are generous, but it is necessarily a comparative generosity, circumscribed 
by limits. At the end of the day, wages in our capitalist system are mostly 
set by the market.

This holds true for even the smallest, most personal transactions. My 
wife, Kris, and I tried to pay Steve generously for building our fence. But 
our sense of what was generous was based largely on what other people 
were paying for similar work. Even if we had wanted to give Steve more 
than we did for building our fence, he was not looking for charity; in fact, 
he prides himself on setting “a fair price” for his work. And that price is 
not set by us sitting down and reading economic theory or political phi-
losophy together, or figuring out a formula for what is fair, but by the 
market. For that reason, Americans need to think hard about immigra-
tion levels. We can help some poor foreigners, like Javier or Francisco, by 
letting them come here and work. But such help necessarily comes at the 
expense of our own working- class and middle- class workers, like Steve 
and Tom Kenny.

In 2006, the average wage for workers across all the construction 
trades in Colorado was $12.30 an hour.8 In Mexico, the minimum wage 
in 2006 was 50 pesos a day— a little over $3.60. If we allow these two labor 
markets to merge, both economic theory and recent experience suggest 
that wages in America’s construction industry will decline sharply. Would 
that be good for our country?
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One thing that keeps me optimistic is that many of the people I have 
interviewed for this book resist the idea that markets have a determin-
ing influence over their lives. Javier and Tom, for example, both want 
to be seen as individuals, not just problems or victims (“We’re not the 
kind of people who come to a dead end and then stop,” says Tom, pon-
dering his economic future). They take pride in their work— it’s not just 
a paycheck— and they seem to find their relationships to their fellow 
workers and clients as meaningful as the money they make.

Yet we are all caught up in the market. Although we can transcend it in 
various ways, it also constrains us.

Javier Morales is lucky to have a boss who doesn’t take advantage of 
his illegal status, but instead pays him the prevailing wage for legal elec-
tricians’ assistants. But he cannot expect to earn a much higher wage than 
that. If high immigration levels decrease wages, his wages probably will 
also decrease.

Tom Kenney was able to build strong relationships with contractors 
and a thriving business, owing to his own abilities and hard work. But 
one by one, those relationships are fraying, as contractors choose to “go 
cheap.” In the current labor market, he probably will not be able to keep 
his business going. That is a reality that Tom has to face; he does not have 
the luxury of ignoring it if he wants to avoid personal bankruptcy.

CUI BONO?

No immigration policy can maximize benefits for everyone. If we keep 
this insight in mind, we can avoid much of the confusion that impedes 
serious attempts to get to the bottom of this issue. So let’s ask a simple 
question: who benefits and who is harmed, economically, by mass immi-
gration into the United States?

Three groups are big economic winners. First, the very wealthy: not 
just “the 1%” but even more the top 0.1% or 0.01%, who tend to be large 
stockholders. The more stock an individual owns in publicly traded com-
panies, the larger his or her potential winnings from a growing economy. 
With tens of millions of Americans invested in the stock market through 
their retirement accounts, there are tens of millions of potential bene-
ficiaries, but the biggest benefits are reserved for the wealthy. If you are 
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a teacher or construction worker, a nurse or a policeman with a small 
401(k) retirement account, what you gain in the stock market through 
immigration- driven growth is probably more than made up for by what 
you lose through having your wages driven down by increased labor com-
petition. But if you are truly wealthy and do not depend on a wage for 
most of your income, it is a very different story. In pure monetary terms 
the wealthy elite benefit the most from high levels of immigration into 
the United States.

A second group benefiting from mass immigration is employers and 
business owners.9 Anne, a small landscaper I interviewed at a new con-
struction site in Fort Collins, is an enthusiastic proponent of mass immi-
gration, for obvious reasons. Immigration allows her to lower her labor 
costs and pocket more profit per job. Lower labor costs may also allow 
her to lower costs to her customers, increasing the number of customers 
who can afford her services and helping her business to grow.10 Of course, 
the bigger the business, the greater the potential winnings. Anne might 
be a few thousand dollars richer this year because of mass immigration. 
The partner owners of TruGreen lawn care services may be many millions 
of dollars richer. In this way, the first and second groups of beneficiaries 
show considerable overlap.

A third group benefiting from mass immigration is immigrants them-
selves, who enjoy greater wealth and economic opportunities in the US 
than they would in their home countries. Here is a list of America’s ten 
largest immigration “source” countries in numerical order:

 1. Mexico 6. El Salvador
 2. China & Taiwan 7. Cuba
 3. India 8. South Korea
 4. The Philippines 9. The Dominican Republic
 5. Vietnam 10. Guatemala11

These ten countries provide about 60% of all immigrants into the 
United States; Mexico alone accounts for almost 30%. With the exception 
of South Korea they are all much poorer than the United States. Many of 
them suffer from gross systemic corruption and poor public education 
systems. Most are overpopulated with relatively large cohorts of young 
people, leading to high unemployment and underemployment. All this 
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makes it hard for the average man or woman to thrive economically in 
Mexico or El Salvador, China or the Philippines, Vietnam or India. Even 
where progress is being made, opportunities are much greater in America 
for average people without connections.

Simply put, the greatest beneficiaries of mass immigration are the very 
rich (who are mostly US citizens) and the very poor (who come from 
other countries).

*

Who are the big losers from high levels of immigration? Once again three 
groups stand out.

First, working- class Americans, whose modest wages are driven down 
in economic sectors with lots of immigrant workers, and who are much 
more likely to suffer unemployment or underemployment as a result of 
competition with immigrants.12 I’m speaking here of meat- packers, super-
market checkout clerks, and janitors. Construction workers, secretaries, 
and nurses’ aides. Backhoe operators, waiters, and garbage men. Mechan-
ics, roofers, and day laborers. These folks may see some immigration- 
related relief through lower prices for consumer goods, but generally this 
does not make up for smaller and fewer paychecks, and less job security.

Recent studies suggest that some professionals have also taken a wage 
hit from mass immigration: the laws of supply and demand hold for 
computer programmers and engineers, as well as janitors and cleaning 
women.13 But higher salaries and lower numbers of immigrants have in-
sulated most professionals from the harsher effects of immigrant com-
petition. As noted earlier, in recent decades immigration has increased 
the percentages of less skilled, less educated workers much more than 
the percentages of highly skilled, well- educated workers in the United 
States.14

Immigration has had different effects on wages among different classes 
of Americans. Even researchers who find little to no detrimental impacts 
on poorer workers’ wages acknowledge that immigration’s economic 
benefits accrue disproportionately to wealthier citizens.15 Meanwhile, 
many researchers do find significant harms to poorer Americans. Accord-
ing to one study, during the 1980s and 1990s, immigration reduced the 
wages of high school dropouts 7.4%, high school graduates 2.1%, workers 
with some college experience 2.3%, and college graduates 3.6%.16 Strik-
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ingly, the least- educated workers suffered more than double the loss of 
the most- educated workers, as a percentage of their salaries. And since 
the salaries of high school dropouts average less than half the salaries 
for college graduates, these percentage losses translate into even greater 
losses in quality of life. The college graduate’s 3.6% decrease in wages 
might mean the difference between buying a BMW or a Chevy, or deter-
mine whether or not she takes a European vacation this year. The high 
school dropout’s 7.4% pay cut might mean she cannot afford to rent an 
apartment in a safer part of town, or fix her teeth.17

Working- class Americans are also more likely to be rendered unem-
ployed or underemployed due to mass immigration than wealthier Amer-
icans— a simple function of their more direct and intense job compe-
tition with immigrants. In a recent study, Steven Camarota and Karen 
Ziegler found that in occupations in the United States where immigrants 
fill 25% or more of the jobs, unemployment from 2009 to 2011 averaged 
14%, compared to 8% unemployment for occupations with lower per-
centages of immigrants. “In high- immigrant occupations,” they write, “59 
percent of the natives have no education beyond high school, compared 
to 31 percent of the rest of the labor force.”18 These are precisely the people 
for whom even relatively brief spells of unemployment can be economi-
cally devastating.

African Americans comprise a second important group generally 
harmed by mass immigration.19 This is not surprising, given that owing 
to past and present discrimination they tend to be less educated, less 
skilled, and poorer than their white counterparts. African Americans are 
therefore more likely than whites to compete directly in immigrant- rich 
sectors of the economy. One detailed study of immigration’s impacts on 
African Americans found “a strong correlation between immigration, 
black wages, black employment rates, and black incarceration rates.” Its 
authors concluded that an immigration- induced 10 percent increase in 
the supply of workers in a particular skill group would reduce wages for 
African Americans in that group 2.5 percent, lower their employment rate 
5.9 percent, and increase their incarceration rate by 1.3 percent.20

Vernon Briggs, professor emeritus of labor economics at Cornell Uni-
versity, points out that African Americans are more likely to suffer unem-
ployment than the average citizen, partly because unemployment tends to 
be higher among the poor. “In February 2008,” he notes, “the national un-
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employment rate was 4.8 percent, but the unemployment rate for adults 
without a high school diploma was 7.3 percent” and the unemployment 
rate for African Americans without a diploma topped 12%. Because most 
immigrants seek less- skilled work, where the black labor force is dis-
proportionately concentrated, Briggs believes “there is little doubt that 
there is significant overlap in competition for jobs in this sector of the 
labor market.” “Given the inordinately high unemployment rates for low- 
skilled black workers,” he writes, “it is obvious that the major losers in this 
competition are low- skilled black workers.”21

Younger African Americans may also be harmed because mass im-
migration alleviates the need to train them for more skilled work. “Cast 
down your bucket where you are,” pleaded Booker T. Washington to the 
nation’s industrialists, a century and a quarter ago. Like Frederick Doug-
lass before him and W.E.B. DuBois and A. Philip Randolph afterwards, 
Washington urged American employers to hire African Americans rather 
than import workers from abroad. 22 Today corporate leaders in high tech 
industries speak of the urgent need for a more educated workforce. But 
rather than mounting a serious effort to train minority children for these 
“jobs of the future,” they prefer to import workers from other countries, 
because it is cheaper and quicker. Silicon Valley CEOs have spent tens 
of millions of dollars to lobby for increased immigration in the past few 
years. That money could have been spent improving educational oppor-
tunities for minority youth. Ask yourself: if “the economy” needed more 
educated workers and we could find them only among America’s own 
young people, would we continue to tolerate failing inner city schools?

A third group harmed by mass immigration is previous immigrants 
themselves. Because they are less educated and less skilled than the aver-
age American worker, immigrants disproportionately incur the economic 
costs of continuing immigration.23 Of course, without earlier immigra-
tion, they would not be here in the first place. But once established, im-
migrants have a strong interest in limiting further immigration and the 
wage depression and unemployment that goes along with it. This explains 
the surprising fact that when asked, many immigrants actually support 
reducing immigration levels. If you want to increase your wages at the 
carpet factory or the meatpacking plant, you know that a tight labor mar-
ket is your friend.
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I recall a recent interview with Paul, the foreman of a large planned 
subdivision in Fort Collins.24 We talked right after a local crackdown on 
illegal workers in the construction industry. His current framing crew, 
immigrants based out of Albuquerque, all had papers, he said, and they 
“were all asking for more money.” “My foundation guy [the subcontrac-
tor in charge of pouring concrete foundations] says his guys who are legal 
went to work somewhere else, where they paid them $4 an hour more.” 
Paul and his subcontractors were scrambling to increase wages in order 
to hold on to good workers and keep their project on schedule. With two- 
thirds of his workers immigrants, most of the benefits of this government 
crackdown on illegal workers were actually going to other, legal immi-
grants already here.

FAIRNESS AND EQUITY

Mass immigration’s biggest winners among US citizens are the wealthy, 
while its biggest losers are found disproportionately among the nation’s 
poor. Under our current immigration system, the less our fellow citizens 
can afford it, the larger the burden we ask them to shoulder in paying the 
inevitable costs of mass immigration. On its face this seems unjust.25

Of course, US citizens are not the only group with an important stake 
in US immigration policy. There are immigrants themselves and would- 
be immigrants around the world: people who may greatly improve their 
lives by moving to the United States. With our preferential concern for the 
poor, progressives naturally want to help these people. We often support 
mass immigration for that very reason. But if the preceding analysis holds 
true, mass immigration is a bad way to help poor foreigners, precisely be-
cause it unfairly burdens America’s poor, rather than asking more from 
wealthy Americans who can better afford to help.

Think of it this way. Let’s say you are a political progressive who be-
lieves the United States can and should do more to help the world’s poor. 
We are a wealthy nation, after all. President Obama’s administration de-
voted X billion dollars this past year to foreign aid and various global 
anti- poverty initiatives; you believe we should devote 2X billion, 5X bil-
lion, or even 10X billion to such measures. Well, whatever the figure, if 
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you are a progressive you do not want that money coming solely out of 
the pockets of poor and middle- class Americans, with a disproportionate 
amount coming from the poor. For example, you would never support 
a special tax to help poor people overseas that broke down as follows: 
5% tax on income for Americans making less than $30,000 a year, 2% 
for people making $30,000– $60,000 per year and 0% on those making 
over $60,000 a year— with half the tax money collected not distributed to 
poor foreigners at all, but instead redistributed to Americans with annual 
incomes greater than $100,000. But that, effectively, is the kind of regres-
sive “tax” on wages and benefits that high levels of immigration impose 
on poorer Americans today. This injustice is why progressives should not 
support our current immigration policy, or proposals to make it even 
more expansive.

Neither, I believe, should anyone else. Americans differ greatly regard-
ing what we see as our moral responsibilities toward poor people in other 
countries and these differences do not line up neatly along a liberal/con-
servative axis. Some conservatives, particularly conservative Christians, 
generously support overseas health and poverty initiatives; some progres-
sives focus largely on securing economic justice here at home. But how-
ever we define our responsibilities toward the world’s poor and however 
much we as a nation are willing to spend to help them, Americans should 
all be able to agree that we should not meet our responsibilities on the 
backs of our own poor citizens.26

*

Another argument for reducing immigration into the United States is that 
policies that widen income inequality harm our society and hence should 
be changed. This is not the same point as the previous one, that current 
immigration policies are unjust because they benefit wealthy Americans 
and concentrate harms among poor Americans. The argument now is 
that in addition to this injustice toward the poor, increased economic in-
equality is bad for our society as a whole. It is bad most simply because 
Americans believe in a fundamental moral equality among people and are 
committed to a democratic political system. When economic inequalities 
become too great, the differing opportunities available to rich and poor 
make a mockery of moral equality. When economic inequalities become 
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too great and are allowed free rein within our political process, the re-
sulting power differential between rich and poor makes a mockery of 
democracy.

Note again that I am not advocating for complete economic equality. 
Even if it were possible, there is no need to try to ensure that everyone 
makes the same salary, has the same income, or owns the same kind, 
number, or quality of possessions. But there is no denying that when indi-
viduals are driven into insecure poverty, their opportunities for personal 
development, political action, and full and equal participation in society 
are greatly diminished. When other individuals are allowed to concen-
trate and deploy large amounts of wealth, they will tend to dominate their 
fellow citizens. For these reasons, economic inequality must be limited 
in a society like ours with a commitment to moral equality and to equal 
opportunity and political participation.

Mass immigration widens economic inequality in the United States 
in three main ways. First, as we have seen, high immigration rates make 
rich Americans richer and poor Americans poorer. The wages of many 
American workers have stagnated for the past forty years and wages for 
some of the poorest Americans have actually declined in real terms, while 
persistent unemployment for poorer Americans has increased greatly. 
According to one account, “Earnings for the median man with a high 
school diploma and no further schooling fell by 41 percent from 1970 to 
2010.”27 During this same time the income of the wealthiest Americans 
has skyrocketed. Not all of this income disparity can be laid at the door 
of mass immigration, but some of it clearly can be.28

Second, mass immigration, as currently organized in the United States, 
provides a continual influx of poor people. By increasing the numbers of 
poor people much faster than the numbers of middle- class or rich people, 
immigration directly increases overall economic inequality.29

This is one of those obvious points rarely mentioned in popular or 
scholarly analyses of persistent poverty in America. For example, once 
a year or so, my hometown newspaper, the Fort Collins Coloradoan, re-
liably runs a series of articles on the growth of poverty in our region, 
complete with earnest editorials about how residents should remain com-
mitted to fighting poverty. It never mentions that many of the people 
swelling the ranks of the poor in Colorado are recent arrivals. They are 
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poor not through any failure of ours, but because they came here poor. 
Furthermore, no matter how many poor people are named Gonzales or 
Hernandez, these articles almost always focus on a poor person named 
Smith or Jones. Poverty affects everyone, right? We would not want to 
give the impression that it only affects Hispanics, or immigrants.

This is all very sweet, but more than a little misleading. Under the best 
scenarios, poor immigrants swell the ranks of the poor until they can 
work themselves out of poverty. Yet because poor immigrants are gen-
erally less educated and less skilled, they often remain in poverty. Statis-
tics show that while they may do much better than they would have in 
their native countries, poor immigrants tend to remain poor by Ameri-
can standards.30 Their children and grandchildren partially close the in-
come gap between themselves and native- born Americans, but remain 
somewhat poorer than the children and grandchildren of natives. All this 
contributes to inequality here in America. But this should not come as a 
surprise. By importing poor people and setting them in competition with 
other poor people, we ensure this very result.

A third way mass immigration widens inequality is by increasing the 
percentage of poor Americans who are not citizens. It is a lot easier for 
politicians to ignore poor people’s interests when they do not have to 
worry about attracting their votes. In many American cities a quarter or 
more of the population may not be citizens and a majority of the poor 
may not be.31 We should not be surprised that during recent decades, as 
the numbers of US resident noncitizens doubled, and doubled again, and 
doubled yet again,32 government policy has shifted away from helping 
the poor, or that discussions of “urban policy” have become rare and big 
cities have lost a lot of political clout.

These problems are compounded when large numbers of workers are 
here illegally. Illegal workers cannot challenge dishonest and abusive em-
ployers, much less fight effectively in the political realm for a fair share 
of government services. But even legal immigrant workers cannot band 
together effectively without the prerogatives and the mindsets of citi-
zens, including the background belief, foreign to so many immigrants’ 
experience, that government should be working for them. That is why 
expanding “guest worker” programs from agriculture, where they are bad 
enough, into landscaping, construction, or other areas, is such a bad idea. 
It would create more sectors of the economy where we accept the perma-
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nent impoverishment of lower- level workers, as Americans now accept 
the permanent impoverishment of agricultural laborers.

*

To sum up my argument so far: over the past forty years, the American 
economy sustained tremendous increases in wealth. But that wealth has 
mostly been captured by wealthier Americans and economic inequality 
has increased greatly. If we continue to allow mass immigration into the 
United States, this inequality seems likely to worsen. This is particularly 
true since supposedly progressive politicians show little willingness to 
fight for policies that redistribute wealth from the rich to the poor, or to 
explicitly articulate the need to do so. Political timidity on the left makes 
it even more important to ensure that labor markets do not work against 
poor and middle- class Americans.

OBJECTIONS

An immigration policy that benefits rich citizens at the expense of poor 
ones is prima facie unjust, while an immigration policy that increases 
economic inequality in the United States, even if it generates greater over-
all wealth, seems a poor policy choice for Americans today. These con-
siderations suggest the proper answers to several economic objections 
that are commonly made against reducing immigration into the United 
States.

Objection: the answer to wage stagnation and income inequality in the 
United States is improved education.33 That will make the next generation of 
Americans more productive and allow them to compete better in the global 
marketplace. Increased and improved education is the answer to these prob-
lems, not reducing immigration.

Response: improving American education is sound public policy for 
many reasons and the advice to secure more education or specialized 
training is often good career advice for individuals. But we need an econ-
omy that works for all Americans, including that half of the population 
who are less educated or less skilled than the other half. Simply funnel-
ing more educated or highly skilled people into our existing economic 
system seems unlikely to lead to greater economic equality. According 
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to Rebecca Thiess, “An analysis of the education and training levels pro-
jected to be necessary for the labor force of 2020 shows that jobs will not 
require a significantly greater level of education or training than workers 
currently possess. Therefore, a simple increase in the share of workers 
with a college degree will not ensure that tomorrow’s economy generates 
better and more equitable outcomes than today’s economy.”34 Meanwhile 
flooded labor markets are harming American workers right now, particu-
larly those with less education and skills, who can least afford it.

Objection: the answers to wage stagnation and income inequality are 
stronger labor unions, repealing the Taft/Hartley Act to make it easier to 
unionize workers, increasing the minimum wage, and a more progressive 
tax structure.35 Not reducing immigration.

Response: I agree that the suggested policy changes are crucially im-
portant in addressing wage stagnation and income inequality in the 
United States, particularly the proposal to reverse half a century of ero-
sion of progressive taxation principles.36 Reducing immigration will help 
achieve these policy changes, by strengthening the constituency advocat-
ing for them. If poorer workers are citizens rather than resident aliens or 
“guest workers,” they will be better able to unionize and fight for their fair 
economic share. In addition, politicians are more likely to enact legisla-
tion that helps them, in exchange for their votes. At the same time, re-
ducing immigration will directly drive up wages and improve job op-
portunities for poorer workers by tightening up job markets. If union 
members make their demands in a tight labor market, they will be more 
likely to succeed.

Objection: Americans are no longer willing to pick lettuce in sweltering 
fields, dig ditches, or empty bedpans. Immigrants do the jobs that Americans 
don’t want. So they do not take jobs from US citizens, or drive down their 
wages through direct competition.

Response: This is one of the most common objections to reducing im-
migration into the US. It is also the easiest to counter, since it is simply 
false. Less than 2% of all immigrant workers in the US pick agricultural 
crops. US citizens work alongside immigrants across all sectors of the 
economy, as illustrated by Table 4– 1.

In factories and office buildings, restaurants and construction sites, 
native- born workers compete for jobs with immigrants. That this objec-
tion is so common among progressives suggests how disconnected many 
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of us are from the lives and concerns of our poorer fellow citizens. It is 
probably also a function of how competition with immigrants is much 
less intense for politicians, members of the media, and the business and 
policy- making elites, than among nurses, janitors, construction workers, 
and waitresses. Note the strong correlation in Table 4- 1 between the occu-
pational share taken by immigrants in particular economic sectors and 
the unemployment rate for native workers within those sectors.

Objection: as Americans have fewer children, we need (or will need) im-
migrants to fill jobs that are (or will be) going begging.37 Who is going to 
work in our nursing homes, paint and roof our homes, or cut up cows and 
pigs in our slaughterhouses, as America ages?

Response: please note that whatever might be the case regarding future 
labor shortages, just now the situation is precisely the opposite. Currently 
the United States has tens of millions of unemployed people, many with 
low skill and education levels, who desperately need jobs. According to 
government figures, in the fourth quarter of 2013, “the broader U- 6 mea-
sure of unemployment— which includes those want to work, but have not 
looked recently, and those forced to work part- time— was 28.7 percent for 
native- born adults who have not completed high school and 16.5 percent 

Table 4– 1 Immigrants’ occupational share by sector in the United States in 2004.

Share of jobs filled 
by immigrants

Native 
unemployment 
rate

Farming, fishing, and forestry 36% 11.9%
Building cleaning and maintenance 35% 10.9%
Construction and extraction 24% 12.7%
Food preparation 23% 9.3%
Production manufacturing 22% 7.2%
Computer and mathematical 19% 5.0%
Healthcare support 17% 6.6%
Healthcare practitioner 12% 1.5%
Sales 12% 6.1%
Arts, entertainment, and media 11% 5.9%
Management 10% 2.6%
Business and financial 10% 3.3%
Education and training 8% 1.3%
Legal occupations 7% 2.7%

Source: Steven Camarota, “A Jobless Recovery? Immigrant Gains and Native 
Losses,” table 5.
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for those with only a high school education.”38 If this situation changes in 
ten or twenty years, we can always bring in more immigrants as needed. 
For now, I believe we should force US businesses to fill all available posi-
tions with our own unemployed residents. We want to reduce unemploy-
ment and drive up wages. We want employers to train young US citizens 
for jobs, or take a chance on older workers whom they can discount or 
ignore when immigrant labor is abundant. In making these suggestions, I 
am of course asking readers to think of themselves as citizens focused on 
the common good, rather than consumers, whose overriding concern for 
cheap goods and services might lead to different conclusions.

Objection: the main problem with current immigration policy is not pri-
marily the high numbers of immigrants, but their skill set. We should shift 
the immigrant mix to bring in more educated, highly skilled immigrants and 
fewer unskilled ones, like Australia and Canada. This will reduce the fiscal 
burden on taxpayers, since poorly educated immigrants pay less in taxes and 
are more likely to rely on government safety net services. It will also increase 
economic growth, since better- educated immigrants contribute much more 
to economic growth than do poorly educated ones.

Response: such a shift would be an improvement over current immi-
gration policy, decreasing the harms that policy inflicts on poorer Ameri-
cans. Nevertheless I believe we should decrease the numbers of unskilled, 
poorly educated immigrants without replacing them with greater num-
bers of more skilled, highly educated ones, for two reasons. First, with 
immigration slots limited, I think we should reserve as many as possible 
for those whose desperation gives them the strongest moral claim on our 
generosity and who will fare the worst if they cannot come to America.

Second, in a warming world, amid strong signs that global ecosystems 
are starting to unravel, it seems clear that continued economic growth 
is environmentally toxic. Evidence that an immigration policy is likely 
to increase economic growth should therefore count against that policy, 
not for it. I believe forward- thinking progressives need to get out in front 
of this issue and not just tolerate but embrace limits to growth. We need 
to figure out how to create flourishing, just societies that do not depend 
on economic growth. Those of us thinking seriously about immigration 
need to take this into account and not continue to uncritically assume 
that “growth is good.” I discuss this in greater detail in the next chapter.
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A MASTER/SERVANT ECONOMY

We can see increasing economic inequality in the figures for wages and 
income over the past forty years, but also in signs of a burgeoning servant 
economy in the United States.39 More people are hiring lawn care services 
to cut their grass and trim their hedges. We eat out a lot more than we 
used to. More people are hiring nannies to take care of their children. All 
these services rely heavily on immigrant labor.

A mainstream economist would find little to criticize in these trends 
and much to praise. Contracting out grass cutting relieves some people of 
a tedious chore and creates jobs for others who need them. Eating out at 
restaurants is a harmless enjoyment that again creates jobs. Hiring nan-
nies allows educated, busy professionals to make the best (read: “most 
lucrative”) use of their time. All this activity registers positively on the 
GDP tally sheet, so many feel it is “good for the economy” and therefore 
good, period. But isn’t this way of thinking a gross oversimplification? I 
do not see busboys and nannies as sinister figures, but I am wary of these 
trends. In the nineteenth century, servants were a lot more common in 
America than they are today. During the twentieth century, the rise of the 
middle class and the related high cost of labor mostly did away with them. 
Now servants are making a comeback, and aside from the occasional re-
run of Downton Abbey, I think this is a bad thing.

Where there are servants, there will be masters. There will be some 
measure of deference on one side and some feeling of entitlement on the 
other. This contradicts the egalitarian spirit at the heart of progressivism 
and of America itself.

Where there are servants and masters, the masters will run the show 
politically. The servants will hardly have the time, inclination, or organi-
zation to engage in politics. They also may not have the required citizen-
ship. This contradicts our democratic political system.

Where there are masters, servants do the hard, physical work, as a mat-
ter of course. With Americans facing an obesity epidemic, this might not 
be the right time to cut back on chores like cutting grass and trimming 
trees that help keep us physically active.

But my main concern is not with our bodies but with our souls, or 
rather, with the souls of our communities. Americans who are doing 
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fairly well economically need to ask ourselves what sort of society we 
want to live in. Do we want to live among neighbors, people with the same 
general status as ourselves— or among deferential domestics, who take 
care of all our “dirty work”? Do we want fellow citizens, with the interest 
and the time to get involved in community matters and local politics— or 
“guest workers” who shut up and do what they are told? And let’s not kid 
ourselves that such programs will provide such effective safeguards that 
these “guests” will be able to stand up for their rights, successfully union-
ize, or even have the time and energy to live fully human lives. The goal 
of such programs is to provide workers— not neighbors, not citizens. Em-
ployers have these workers over a barrel and the bosses like it that way.

Mass immigration moves us in a less egalitarian, more hierarchical 
direction: in part through the economic forces we have been discuss-
ing, in part by creating linguistic and cultural barriers between different 
economic classes. When we combine the attitudes and expectations of 
a servant economy with declining wages for manual workers and less- 
educated workers, we find ourselves falling into a less egalitarian society. 
Now meatpackers and garbage men, waitresses and busboys, bus drivers 
and janitors, roofers and construction workers, are in effect pitted against 
doctors, lawyers, engineers, and other professionals, as a separate class. 
They are no longer our equals in terms of wealth, security, education, in-
fluence, leisure time, or power. We are the ones with influential profes-
sional associations; their unions are weak or gone. We are the ones with 
stock portfolios and health insurance. We are the ones who can change 
our jobs or have our teeth fixed, when necessary.

I do not like this new hierarchical America growing up before my 
eyes— even if I can find Thai food and sushi in places where a dinner 
out once meant the local diner. If progressivism in America means any-
thing, it means fighting to turn this situation around and get a fairer deal 
for American workers. And if we are being honest, the answer cannot be 
for everyone in America to go back to school, get advanced degrees, and 
enter the professions.40 That’s not going to happen.

We are constantly told that the answer to stagnating incomes is edu-
cation and the acquisition of new, marketable skills. According to Presi-
dent Obama, “In a global economy where the most valuable skill you can 
sell is your knowledge, a good education is no longer just a pathway to 
opportunity— it is a prerequisite.” Politicians from both parties regularly 
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offer similar advice, which conveniently lets them off the hook for the 
growing inequality between more- educated and less- educated citizens.41 
It may be good advice for many individuals, but it is woefully limited as a 
political prescription. Currently only 35% to 40% of Americans earn four- 
year college degrees. It is not realistic to imagine this percentage dou-
bling, and even if it did, what about the remaining 20% to 30% of society?

There will always be people who do poorly in school or who get less 
education, for one reason or another, and for the foreseeable future our 
society will have plenty of hard, physical labor and repetitive grunt work 
that needs to be done. Are we saying that the people who wind up doing 
this work should be poor? Why? Perhaps they deserve to be punished 
for not being as smart as they should have been. Perhaps their poverty 
makes us, the successful professionals, feel that much more satisfied with 
our own lives.

Sound a little ugly? Then join me in saying the opposite. People who 
are willing to work hard and do the dirty work of this world should be 
well paid. They should have the same economic security, the same oppor-
tunities for leisure, the same basic middle- class comforts as any business-
man. I have found that it offends many people’s sense of the cosmic order 
of things to imagine garbage collectors being paid as much as lawyers or 
professors, so I will not insist on that. Let the professionals make two or 
three times as much as manual laborers (although I do not see why they 
should). Let successful businessmen and businesswomen pile up as much 
wealth as they can if that makes them happy. But then, as a matter of basic 
fairness, let the garbage man and the janitor, the secretary and the secu-
rity guard, make a decent middle- class living as well. Let my friend Steve 
have health insurance, so he can get treatment for his aching back after a 
hard day’s work.

CONCLUSION

I think achieving a more economically just society is the most important 
political challenge facing us today in America. Do we want to meet our 
fellow citizens as friends and equals as we go about our economic lives? 
Or should we magnify economic distinctions so that some of us— the 
smart, the lucky, the ruthless— can lord it over the peons?
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We like to think of the towns and cities we live in as communities, 
the United States itself as a union of citizens pledged to protect one an-
other’s welfare. On our patriotic holidays, we remember the words “all 
men are created equal . . . endowed by their Creator with certain unalien-
able Rights.” In our churches, we hear how all men and women are pre-
cious in God’s sight. I think being a progressive means working to create 
an economy that upholds these noble ideals.

But it does little good to pursue piecemeal reforms if we are not willing 
to look economic realities squarely in the face. Mass immigration of un-
skilled workers is a powerful force pushing us toward greater inequality. 
Cutting back on immigration is one of the most obvious and important 
actions Americans can take to begin rebuilding a more egalitarian society.
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GROWTH, OR WHAT IS AN ECONOMY FOR?

In the previous two chapters, we saw that mass immigration has serious 
economic costs. But it also provides important economic benefits. For 
many people, immigration’s most important impacts can be summed up 
in a single, magical word: growth. Immigration spurs economic growth 
and for that reason they believe that immigration is a good thing. That 
is why some of the most conservative members of Congress support in-
creasing immigration, their efforts cheered on by the US Chamber of 
Commerce and other free market boosters.

But does immigration really make an important contribution to eco-
nomic growth? If it does, is economic growth a good thing? If it is, how 
do we balance the pursuit of growth against other good things with which 
it may conflict, like economic equality or environmental protection? We 
need to answer these questions and get clear on what we think about eco-
nomic growth if we hope to come up with the right immigration policy. 
This, however, might be easier said than done.

When it comes to economics, Americans are fed a constant diet of 
“more = better.” Evening newscasts note the daily stock market trends as 
a matter of course; the media report the latest figures on gross domestic 
product or job creation as important stories. There is rarely any question 
raised about whether more jobs, higher stock prices, or a larger GDP are 
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good things.1 This is the basic framework within which Americans think 
about economic matters.

If you think I am exaggerating the difficulties of thinking clearly about 
whether more is better, consider that $144 billion in advertising was 
aimed at the American public in 2011: over 28% of global advertising ex-
penditures directed at less than 4.5% of the world’s population.2 This was 
not done to make us more informed consumers, but to keep us consum-
ing as much as possible of the advertisers’ products. A strong case can be 
made that this ubiquitous advertising undermines Americans’ ability to 
think intelligently about the roles wealth and consumption really play in 
living a good life, or the role economic growth plays in improving society. 
Nevertheless, getting clear about growth and clarifying our fundamental 
economic goals turn out to be keys to understanding our immigration 
options. So that is what we will try to do in this chapter.

THE GROWTH ARGUMENT FOR MASS IMMIGRATION

Let’s begin by looking briefly at immigration’s relationship to economic 
growth. Tamar Jacoby put the pro- growth case well in an article published 
several years ago in Foreign Affairs. Although “immigrants’ overall contri-
bution to economic growth is hard to measure,” she writes:

there is no doubt among economists that newcomers enlarge the eco-
nomic pie. Foreign workers emerging at the end of the day from the meat-
packing plant or the carpet factory buy groceries and shoes for their chil-
dren; on Saturday, they buy washing machines and then hire plumbers to 
install them. The companies where they work are more likely to stay in the 
United States, rather than move operations to another country where labor 
is cheaper. Readily available immigrant workers allow these businesses to 
expand, which keeps other Americans on the job and other US businesses, 
both up-  and downstream, afloat . . . no one disputes that [this] results in a 
bigger, more productive economy.3

For Jacoby, as for many of her readers, the goodness of a “bigger, more 
productive economy” is beyond serious question.
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Jacoby’s account suggests three main ways in which immigration in-
creases economic growth. First, immigration brings in more workers, 
helping businesses meet their labor needs and grow. Many of these are 
poor, unskilled workers willing to work physically demanding jobs for 
relatively little money. A ready source of cheap labor means a restau-
rant at the “break even” point may remain open, or a landscaper poised 
to expand his business may take the plunge. Other immigrants are 
highly trained professionals— engineers, computer programmers, PhD 
biologists— with the specialized skills needed by high- tech companies. 
That is why, as Congress considered whether to increase visas for high 
tech jobs in 2006, Bill Gates made a rare trip to Washington to testify in 
favor of the measure. The CEOs of Google and Intel (immigrants them-
selves), and of Oracle and Cisco Systems, have also argued that access to 
the world’s most talented “knowledge workers” is crucial to their compa-
nies’ growth. As Congress debated immigration reform in 2013, lobbyists 
for high tech industries were out in force, pushing for expanded numbers 
of visas.

Second, immigration fuels economic growth by creating more domes-
tic consumers. Many immigrants come here poor, but they do not neces-
sarily stay poor, and in the meantime they still have to feed, clothe, shel-
ter, entertain, and support themselves and their dependents. Remember 
the purchases of those meatpackers and carpet factory workers, not to 
mention Bill Gates’ and Sergey Brin’s computer programmers. Consumer 
spending accounts for approximately two- thirds of the American econ-
omy. More consumers equal more consumer spending.

Third, immigration reduces the cost of many goods and services, since 
it reduces the labor costs necessary to produce them. This also increases 
overall consumption and encourages growth, since the same wage now 
buys more stuff. If immigration lowers the cost of the average restaurant 
meal fifty cents (plausible, given the large numbers of immigrants work-
ing in the food service industry) people will eat out more often. If im-
migrant labor lowers the price of the average home in Colorado, more 
people will be able to buy a house, increasing housing starts and profits 
in the home construction industry.

All three of these factors can work together to increase economic 
growth. In construction in the United States today, for example, 22 to 30 
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percent of workers are foreign born, with approximately 2.4 million im-
migrant construction workers. “You take 30 percent of the labor out of 
any sector and you’re going to have a serious impact,” says Jerry Howard, 
CEO of the National Association of Home Builders. “The [labor] costs 
would go up and it would suppress demand to some extent because of 
the higher costs.”4 Just as important, industry analysts see immigration- 
driven population growth as one of the spurs for new home construction 
in many parts of the country. Take away that population growth and the 
future demand for new houses will shrink dramatically.5

There is a highly technical debate about just how much immigra-
tion and its attendant population growth actually do increase economic 
growth. Some economists argue that its role is exaggerated and that the 
cost of immigration in lowered wages and increased government services 
(schools, hospitals, jails) actually decreases growth. One study estimates 
immigration’s net contribution to economic growth in recent years at $35 
billion annually; relatively small at only 0.2% of the roughly $15 trillion 
annual US GDP.6 Certainly mass immigration is not a requirement for 
economic growth.7 In recent decades some Western European countries, 
like Norway and Germany, have had relatively low immigration, fairly flat 
population numbers, and robust economic growth. Still, these countries’ 
economies have grown at slower rates than the United States economy 
and $35 billion a year is not nothing. It can compound pretty quickly, in-
creasing the base upon which further economic expansion occurs. In any 
event, most economists agree that recent immigration into the United 
States has increased economic growth.8

For some, that is all they need to know in order to know where 
they stand on immigration. In an editorial titled “In Praise of Huddled 
Masses,” published July 3 thirty years ago and patriotically reaffirmed 
on subsequent national anniversaries, the Wall Street Journal wrote that 
“people are the great resource, and so long as we keep our economy free, 
more people means more growth, the more the merrier.” The Journal con-
tinued:

If anyone doubts that the immigration and growth issue touches the fun-
damental character of a nation, he should look to recent experience in 
Europe. Some European governments are taken in by the no- growth non-
sense that economic pies no longer grow, and must be sliced. They are 
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actually paying immigrants and guest workers to go home . . . It was this 
dour view of people as liabilities, not assets, that led to the great Euro-
pean emigration to the U.S. in the first place. Meanwhile, Europe today 
settles into long- term unemployment for millions while the US economy 
is booming with new jobs.

“If Washington still wants to ‘do something’ about immigration,” the 
Journal concluded, “we propose a five- word constitutional amendment: 
There shall be open borders.”9

Note that those who want to limit immigration are described as “dour.” 
Elsewhere in the editorial, immigration “restrictionists” are described as 
“pessimistic” and having a “cramped” vision and a “zero- sum mentality.” 
We are filled with irrational fears and we hate people, seeing them as a 
burden rather than a resource: “More people, the worry runs, will lead 
to overcrowding; will use up all our ‘resources,’ and will cause unem-
ployment. Trembling no- growthers cry that we'll never feed, house or 
clothe all the immigrants— though the immigrants want to feed, house 
and clothe themselves.”10 In contrast, those who side with the Journal on 
expanding immigration are real Americans, since “America, above all, is 
a nation founded upon optimism.” Proponents of open borders are brave: 
unafraid of competition and unafraid of the future, which is filled with 
endless opportunity and, of course, endless economic growth.

Immigration expansionists often use this rhetorical strategy. Tamar 
Jacoby speaks of the “naysayers” who block “reasonable solutions” to our 
immigration problems while failing to offer real alternatives.11 Ben Watten-
berg, in his book The Birth Dearth, paints a grim picture of economic dete-
rioration without a growing population: “low growth, no growth, shrink-
age.”12 This way of arguing is clever and effective, since Americans love 
“can- do” optimism and find it hard to imagine appealing alternatives to 
an endlessly growing economy.

Allow me to present a different view. I think those of us arguing for less 
immigration will have to specify an alternative to the splendor of more: 
one built around other values, like permanence, stability, and community; 
and around the possibility that less pursuit of material wealth will open 
up space for Americans to acquire more of what we really want. Less radi-
cally and perhaps of more use in the immediate political context, we need 
to remind people that economic growth is possible without demographic 
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growth and that a growing population has its own financial, social, and 
ecological costs. First, though, let’s define growth more clearly and distin-
guish it from some other things with which it is often confused.

WHAT ECONOMIC GROWTH IS AND WHAT IT IS NOT

Economic growth is conventionally defined as an increase in the amount 
of goods and services produced by an economy over time. It is often 
specified as a percent change in an economy’s gross domestic product 
(GDP), adjusted for inflation and expressed in dollars.13 A standard refer-
ence notes that “measuring GDP is complicated . . . but at its most basic, 
the calculation can be done in one of two ways: either by adding up what 
everyone earned in a year (income approach), or  by adding up what 
everyone spent (expenditure method). Logically, both measures should 
arrive at roughly the same total.”14

There is an important sense in which “economic growth” is equivalent 
to “increased wealth,” since it focuses on changes in the monetary value 
of a country’s economic activities. When US or French GDP increases 
2%, then 2% more wealth has been created by these national economies. 
However, several cautions are in order.15

For one thing, noting that economic growth has occurred says noth-
ing about how that increased wealth has been divided up. For another, 
we are talking only about wealth that can be captured in monetary terms; 
other kinds of wealth are explicitly excluded.16 GDP sums up wage work 
but not other important kinds of work, like parents taking care of their 
own children, or home gardeners growing food for themselves and their 
neighbors. Such work (or play) may be meaningful or enjoyable to us. But 
replacing it as quickly as possible with alternatives that may be less effi-
cient or less conducive to human happiness, but that involve transfers of 
money, is one way to increase economic growth.

As a matter of fact, human losses may well show up as economic gains 
when we calculate GDP growth. When poor children work in factories, 
rather than going to school, that shows up positively on national balance 
sheets (at least in the short term). When Dad or Mom takes a second job 
as a Walmart greeter and spends less time with the children, that also 
shows up positively. When air pollution increases asthma and heart dis-
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ease, that too may go into the plus column as increased economic activity: 
more industrial production, more money spent on health care, more 
sports cars sold to doctors specializing in pulmonology and heart surgery.

Of course, not all economic growth is bad. When a young couple saves 
enough money to buy their first house, starting a family and putting down 
roots in a community, they contribute to economic growth. So does a 
wind power company that builds a new turbine factory, or a school dis-
trict that hires more teachers in order to provide Head Start classes for 
poor children.

Here is an interesting question: what percentage of US economic 
growth in the past five decades was tied to undeniably negative trends 
like increased obesity leading to higher health care expenditures, or poor 
workers taking a second job to pay the bills? What percentage was tied 
to positive trends, like improvements in education or increased num-
bers of family members vacationing together? These kinds of questions 
never seem to get asked when radio and television announcers report the 
latest GDP figures. If they were, they might help their listeners think more 
clearly about the value of growth.17

Roughly speaking, then, economic growth means more material wealth 
and increased economic activity. Let us talk a little now about what eco-
nomic growth does not mean, at least not necessarily.

Economic growth does not mean growth in average per capita wealth. If 
a country’s GDP is increasing 1% per year while its population is increas-
ing 1.5% per year, then its per capita GDP is decreasing, not increasing, 
and the average person is likely worse off, not better. This is important, 
since most people probably value economic growth because of its per-
ceived benefits to average folks. Most of us would prefer a scenario where 
our state or nation achieved a modest 1% increase in GDP and a 1% in-
crease in per capita income, because our population was stable, over one 
where the economy grew 2% but we saw no increase in average per capita 
income, since our population also grew 2%.

Economic growth does not mean increased wealth for the poorest mem-
bers of society. In the presidential campaigns of 1960 and 1980, John F. 
Kennedy and Ronald Reagan each stated that “a rising tide floats all 
boats.” They were wrong. Since 1980, the US economy has grown enor-
mously while the incomes of the poorest quarter of Americans arguably 
have declined.18 Growth does generate resources that may be captured by 
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poor people directly, or by governments that transfer it to them through 
tax rebates or government services. But there is nothing inherent in the 
process of wealth creation that assures that increased wealth actually 
flows to the poor.

This is because economic growth does not mean greater economic 
equality. Indeed, growth often leads to increased inequality, as the wealthy 
capture a greater share of the increased wealth. Once again, the recent 
experience of the United States proves this. Overall wealth has grown 
rapidly in the last four decades, while economic inequality has increased 
to levels not seen in America since the Gilded Age.19 Inequality also grew 
in Europe, Japan, and other industrial democracies during this time, al-
though not to the same extent as in the United States.20

The editorial I quoted earlier suggested a stark choice: either the pie 
grows, or we have to slice it; either overall economic wealth increases, or 
we worry about whether it is divided up fairly. This is a false dichotomy 
typical of free market fundamentalists. Whether the pie is growing, 
shrinking, or staying the same size, we still need to ask whether it is being 
divided up fairly. And surely no matter what size the pie, we do have to 
slice it— unless we all just plan to stand around gaping at the magical, 
ever- growing pie and basking in its delicious aroma without taking a bite 
for ourselves. No doubt the 1% dearly hope we will leave this inevitable 
slicing to the whims of “the market.” But progressives disagree, partly be-
cause we know that we can have larger pies with smaller slices for most 
of the eaters, partly because we think pies turn rotten when they are not 
properly sliced, no matter how big they are.

Before we go on to consider one last thing that economic growth is not, 
let’s remind ourselves why all this might be important from an immigra-
tion standpoint. America’s current immigration policies, which bring in 
large numbers of relatively unskilled and uneducated immigrants, make 
a real contribution to economic growth. They certainly increase the size 
of the American economy and increase the wealth of already- wealthy 
Americans. But as we have seen, current immigration policies also harm 
the poorest members of society and increase economic inequality. It turns 
out, though, that highly educated immigrants contribute much more, on 
average, to economic growth than poorly educated ones.21 So it might 
be possible to capture much of our current immigration- generated eco-
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nomic growth while limiting downward pressure on poor workers’ wages, 
by increasing “high tech” immigration while cutting immigration overall.

Alternatively, we might choose to limit immigration even if it slows 
growth. That is because, most importantly, economic growth does not 
mean increased happiness, at least not for the average American, or for 
most citizens of modern industrial democracies. Americans’ average 
family incomes increased from $13,300 in 1950 to $50,700 in 2000 (in 
constant dollars).22 During this same time whole new categories of con-
sumer goods were created, such as cell phones and personal computers, 
while others were upgraded or transformed. Yet the percentage of Ameri-
cans who describe ourselves as “happy” or “very happy” has declined 
since its high in the early 1960s.23 Greatly increased wealth and greatly 
increased opportunities to spend it apparently have not made Americans 
any happier overall. True, wealthier individuals do tend to be happier than 
poorer ones, in the United States and elsewhere.24 However, this appears 
to have more to do with a status bonus regarding relative wealth, a zero 
sum game if ever there was one, rather than indicating the power of in-
creased absolute wealth to improve most people’s happiness.25

What holds for Americans also seems to hold worldwide. Psychologists 
at the World Values Study Group have measured the “life satisfaction” of 
people from over two dozen countries and compared it with their aver-
age purchasing power. As Ed Diener and Martin Seligman summarize 
their findings: “Overall purchasing power and average life satisfaction go 
strongly in the same general direction,” at first. “Once the gross national 
product exceeds $8000 per person, however, the correlation disappears, 
and added wealth brings no further satisfaction. So the wealthy Swiss are 
happier than the poor Bulgarians, but it hardly matters if one is Irish, 
Italian, Norwegian, or American.”26 In fact, the Irish, with about half the 
average American’s purchasing power, tend to be a little more satisfied 
with life (maybe it’s the music). While some recent studies have found a 
more robust correlation between wealth and subjective well- being world-
wide, they also tend to confirm the finding that poorer societies can sus-
tain equal or superior happiness among their members, provided these 
societies are safe, relatively noncorrupt, and relatively egalitarian in over-
all wealth distribution.27

The reasons for the relative disconnect between wealth and happiness 
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turn out to be complex and only incompletely understood.28 Partly it ap-
pears to stem from what psychologists and behavioral economists call, 
with a nice poetry, “the hedonic treadmill.”29 When it comes to material 
goods we quickly get used to a certain level of wealth, and this just feels 
like what we should have. That first car or big- screen, high- definition 
television gives you a real thrill. But soon enough, you become used to 
it. It does not thrill you anymore, but you feel deprived if you do not 
have it. Hence the treadmill effect. You can run faster and faster (acquire 
more stuff) but you never seem to get anywhere (feel lastingly happier). 
Slow down, though, start to earn or consume less, and you will likely feel 
worse— particularly if this downsizing is not by choice.

But the more fundamental reason why money does not buy happiness 
appears to be that the things that make for real, lasting fulfillment are not 
things that depend primarily on money. These are health, security, a sense 
of purpose in life, and above all, friendly relations with other people.30 
Research shows that the most important determinant of personal happi-
ness is strong, fulfilling personal relationships. People with more friends 
and acquaintances are happier than people with fewer. Those who are 
married tend to be happier than those who are single. True, studies show 
that how much money a person earns does correlate with her happiness 
up to a point, but how well she gets along with her coworkers correlates 
more strongly. Not only can’t money ensure sufficient friends or a good 
marriage, research shows that a materialistic orientation toward life tends 
to undermine personal relationships and lead to greater unhappiness.31

The primacy of relationships over wealth in determining happiness 
means that the endless growth economy is not just endless, but also 
largely fruitless, if the fruit we are seeking is more meaningful and flour-
ishing lives. If the goal was promoting our happiness, the $144 billion 
spent annually to convince Americans to buy more stuff would be much 
better spent reminding us to spend time with our children, get to know 
our neighbors, call an old friend or make a new one. If the goal was pro-
moting our happiness! Of course, that is not the goal at all. The goal of ad-
vertising is to increase consumption and corporate profits, not happiness.

When we consider population growth as part of the overall package, 
as we should in thinking about immigration, the benefits of economic 
growth appear to recede as wealth increases, while its costs tend to in-
crease. Demographic growth leads to a more impersonal lifestyle, as our 
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daily contacts in larger communities more often involve strangers. It 
pushes up taxes, as more people require more government services and 
infrastructure maintenance costs increase. Growth in human numbers 
and affluence also increases our environmental problems, including more 
pollution, diminished wildlife habitat, and fewer opportunities to con-
nect to wild nature.32 Growth likewise worsens modern headaches like 
increased crowding and traffic. Many Americans have tried to avoid these 
problems by moving to greener, less populous suburbs and exurbs— 
inevitably bringing more crowding, more traffic, higher taxes, and in-
creased environmental degradation along with them.

The upshot is that wealth (and hence economic growth) appears to be 
subject to a law of diminishing returns. For poor individuals and poor 
societies, more wealth can greatly improve people’s lives. For middle- class 
members of wealthy societies, more wealth may provide modest, short- 
lived gains, but it is largely irrelevant to most people’s long- term happi-
ness. And for the wealthy, piling up more wealth may be valuable as a 
means to increase their power, status, or influence, but these goods are 
essentially prizes in a zero- sum game within particular societies. All in 
all, economic growth does not appear necessary or even useful if the goal 
is to increase happiness and well- being in wealthy nations such as the 
United States.

A PROGRESSIVE VIEW OF GROWTH

Progressives need to recognize economic growth’s intrinsic insignifi-
cance. Its consequences are what is important, particularly whether it 
furthers or retards human flourishing. We should feel great when growth 
puts more food into the mouths of people who have not been getting 
enough to eat; we should treat growth with indifference when it provides 
millions of iPods for the ears of American teenagers; and we should fight 
growth when it means higher sales of harmful products like cigarettes or 
gas- guzzling SUVs.

Progressives should put growth to the test of our principles, asking 
whether it furthers those goals that we believe are important. Earlier I 
defined these as a relatively equal distribution of wealth across society, 
economic security for workers and their families, environmental protec-
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tion, an end to racial discrimination, and maximizing the political power 
of common citizens while limiting the influence of large corporations. 
Growth appears to be at best neutral in helping us achieve these progres-
sive goals, and in some cases detrimental.

Economic growth contributes nothing toward a more equitable distri-
bution of wealth across society. Furthermore, the kind of growth we have 
pursued in recent decades in America, relying on high numbers of poorly 
skilled, poorly educated immigrants, has actually increased economic in-
equality, as we saw in the previous chapters. It is widely recognized by 
progressives that our current political economy is increasing inequality in 
the United States.33 But we rarely stop to consider that escalating growth 
within the current system therefore intensifies economic inequality.

Growth does not increase economic security for workers and their 
families. Four and five decades ago, Americans were a lot poorer on aver-
age, but more economically secure, due to tight labor markets, secure 
pensions, readily available employer- supplied health care, and a Demo-
cratic party that generally fought for their economic interests. After half 
a century of economic growth, we are a lot wealthier on average, but less 
economically secure. Unlike most other industrialized nations, we have 
not invested our increased wealth in ways that have increased economic 
security: by guaranteeing universal health care, for example, or by saving 
more as individuals. Despite the Affordable Care Act, American adults 
are hardly more likely to have health insurance today than they were forty 
years ago. They are less likely to have a guaranteed pension; less likely to 
work for the same company they did ten years previously; and less likely 
to have enough money in the bank to weather prolonged hard times. All 
this is significant because for most people, economic security contributes 
more to their happiness than increased wealth.34

Economic growth is neutral regarding racial discrimination. And as 
we saw in the previous chapter, current immigration policy is economi-
cally detrimental to African Americans. Thus the kind of growth we pro-
mote undercuts attempts to make up for our country’s past racial injus-
tices.

Economic growth is very harmful to the environment, since human 
economic activity is the primary driver of ecological degradation. Habitat 
loss, air and water pollution, indeed all our main environmental problems 
are made worse by economic growth. We saw a good example of this re-
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cently, when both US and worldwide greenhouse gas emissions declined 
significantly during the 2008– 2009 recession.35

Finally, economic growth does not seem to have empowered common 
citizens or limited the influence of large corporations in the United States. 
The relative balance of power has shifted toward big business in recent 
decades, although the precise relationship of this to growth remains ob-
scure. Certainly as our population grows, the relative importance of each 
individual citizen diminishes, in terms of political decision- making. The 
greater the number of people who vote for a Congressman or City Coun-
cil member, the less important any one voter becomes and the more im-
portant money, which is needed to reach large masses of people through 
expensive media campaigns.36 As money’s political importance increases, 
so does the power of corporations relative to citizens.

On balance, when we consider its effects on progressive goals, eco-
nomic growth is bad— at least the version of growth prevalent in the 
United States. Economic growth makes society less equal, fostering envy 
in the poor and vanity in the rich. It makes our cities, towns, and high-
ways more crowded. It harms other species while failing to deliver sub-
stantial benefits to most people. And American progressives have a fur-
ther, important reason to actively oppose “Growthism.” In recent years, 
the possibility that progressive policies might slow growth has often been 
used as an excuse to shoot them down. Consider three examples.

iTem: UniversaL heaLTh Care

In America, unlike the rest of the developed world, basic health care is 
not yet accepted as a guaranteed right. Instead the debate is often over 
whether health care reforms will “benefit the economy.” For the past fifty 
years, while every other industrialized country in the world has enacted 
universal health care, we have not. As of this writing, forty- eight million 
Americans lack health insurance, including millions of children.37

iTem: Progressive TaxaTion

Over the past half- century in the United States, the highest federal tax 
brackets have been significantly lowered. “We do not want to take away 
rich people’s incentive to make more money” or “penalize success,” the 
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argument runs. “That might slow growth— and everyone benefits from 
growth.” Progressive taxation has gone from being the near- consensus 
approach to providing necessary government funding, seen by most 
Americans two generations ago as the obviously fair approach to taxa-
tion, to a hotly debated position today. More states now rely on regressive 
sales taxes and user fees, rather than progressive state income taxes. In-
equality has increased by leaps and bounds.38

iTem: greenhoUse gas emissions

With 4.5% of the world’s population, the United States generates about 
20% of its greenhouse gas emissions. Given the dangers of global climate 
disruption, it is obvious that Americans need to get cracking on emis-
sion cuts, even if it costs significant amounts of money. As a matter of 
basic fairness, we cannot outsource the job to other nations who are less 
wealthy than us and have done less to cause the problem. And yet we 
dither and obfuscate. The main excuse of industry apologists? That seri-
ous measures to combat global warming might slow economic growth.

*

Growthism typically works against progressives in these debates. Maybe 
it’s time to consider a different economic approach.

BUT WHAT IS THE ALTERNATIVE?

At this point, though, some readers may want more specification of eco-
nomic alternatives— especially since the endless growth economy, for all 
its problems, is at least familiar. What would a progressive, sustainable 
economy look like? Would it generally discourage economic growth, or 
just be more selective in the growth it encourages? Would it set strict 
limits to growth, or just ease up on the accelerator and quit using gov-
ernment to maximize growth? Clearly a more progressive society would 
have a stronger, more comprehensive “safety net” (and would need to pay 
for it): the United States has a lot to learn from Western Europe in this 
respect.39 But how far should this safety net extend? Clearly a more pro-
gressive society would strive for greater equality in incomes and wealth, 
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but what is the right balance between providing sufficient resources for 
everyone (excluding those who are just too lazy to work, of course) and 
allowing people to keep their just rewards?40

I can understand the reluctance to take the plunge into a less growth- 
focused approach to economics without answers to these important ques-
tions. And I am not claiming to know all the right answers. Still, I think 
progressives need to move beyond just playing defense and reversing re-
cent economic losses, and specify positive alternatives to our current eco-
logically destructive, winner- take- all economy. So here goes.41

I start from the basic premise that the main purpose of any econ-
omy is to promote human flourishing. It should aim to provide the re-
sources necessary to sustain individuals and allow them to develop all 
their human capabilities: physical, mental, social, and spiritual. And it 
should be fair, so that anyone willing to do his or her share of the world’s 
necessary work is able to live decently and comfortably. “Decent” and 
“comfortable” are relative terms, of course, and should be defined relative 
to the lives of well- off members of the same society. This does not mean 
that poor or middle- class people need to have all the superfluous posses-
sions of the rich. It means that with reasonable effort and a little luck, they 
can live comfortably and pleasantly, with time and opportunity to engage 
in a full range of human activities, including work, play, politics, the arts, 
recreation, study, and religion, along with a decent amount of lounging, 
lollygagging, and skylarking.

Our economy should allow us to live fully human lives. However, we 
do not want to live those lives on a completely humanized planet. While 
any economy transforms and appropriates nature, no economy should 
drive other species completely off the landscape, or degrade resources that 
future human generations will need to live their own good lives. Human 
flourishing should not (and in the long run cannot) come at the expense 
of nature’s flourishing. This sets limits to the scale of any plausible human 
economy: both the number of people it can support and their degree of 
affluence.42 A good economy must be sustainable, as well as just.

As I envision it, a progressive economy would do a much better job 
than our current economy of providing for human necessities, includ-
ing meaningful work, but would avoid fueling the desire for luxuries. So-
ciety’s grunt work would be better paid and more respected than it is 
today, or shared more equitably, or both. Advertising would be signifi-
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cantly curtailed (no ads directed at younger children, for example, who 
deserve to have their minds free of commercial clutter and insatiable de-
sires43). There would be more security for the average worker, but perhaps 
fewer advantages extended to entrepreneurs.

A truly progressive economy would be richer in culture, education, and 
community than our current economy.44 Its members would be richer in 
time to pursue life’s most valuable experiences, but would probably have 
fewer consumer goods and less material wealth. The reality of ecological 
limits means that a truly sustainable economy must focus on providing 
enough of what a finite number of people need, rather than ever more of 
what an infinite number of people want.

Let me be clear that I am not advocating asceticism, or heavy- handed 
government regulation of people’s daily economic activities. I assume no 
drastic changes in human nature under a more progressive, sustainable 
economy, which means that many people would still chase after money 
and material goods in ways that would seem, to a philosopher, unwise. 
On the other hand, the right economic system would make it easier for 
people to live less materialistic lives if they chose to do so.45 More sharply 
progressive taxes would be used to provide guaranteed health care, good 
public schools for all children, cheap and accessible mass transit, more 
parks, and more beautiful public spaces. These kinds of improvements 
in securing public goods would make it easier for people to abandon the 
pursuit of great private wealth, while still living securely and well. This, in 
turn, should lead to greater happiness at less ecological cost.

I am well aware that this perspective is very different from our cur-
rent endless growth economy. However, I am not alone in thinking along 
these lines; in fact, I’m in pretty good company. Development economist 
and 1998 Nobel laureate Amartya Sen asks that we replace gross national 
product and per capita GNP with measurements that more carefully track 
improvements in the lives and “capabilities” of poor countries’ citizens.46 
Political scientist Robert Lane argues that advanced economies should be 
judged by the happiness of their participants and the opportunities for 
self- development they provide, rather than solely by their capacity to cre-
ate wealth.47 Ecological economist Herman Daly goes further and argues 
that any economy that undermines local communities or environmental 
health is a failure, regardless of “the bottom line.”48

These thinkers engage the root question of economics: what is the pur-
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pose of the production and consumption that make up our economic 
lives? And their diverse answers all reject wealth or increased consump-
tion as the whole of that purpose. Instead they try to define economic 
success with reference to true human happiness and the development of 
just, sustainable societies.

My vision of a progressive economy also harmonizes well with many 
of our society’s most important ethical and religious beliefs; better, in 
fact, than the endless growth economy, which tends to encourage greed, 
envy, and selfishness in its members.49 East and West, ethicists have long 
argued that human lives can be improved through decreasing economic 
activity: consuming less and worrying less about money and material 
possessions. For Plato and Aristotle, Seneca and Epicurus, Lao- tzu and 
Confucius, the good life was equally a life devoted to right living and a life 
not devoted to luxury or the pursuit of wealth.50 Aristotle distinguished 
between chrematistics, “the manipulation of property and wealth so as to 
maximize short- term monetary exchange value to the owner,” and oiko-
nomia, or true economy, “the management of a household (oikos) so as 
to increase its use value to all members of the household over the long 
run.” He saw economy, thus defined, as key to achieving eudaimonia, a 
term variously translated as “happiness,” “blessedness,” or “human flour-
ishing.”51

The Christian gospels are also filled with commands to put economics 
in its proper, limited perspective. The Sermon on the Mount warns us 
that we “cannot serve two masters  .  .  . God and Mammon” (Matthew 
6:24). It tells us to give to all who are in need and that if someone asks 
for our shirt, we should give him our coat, too (Matthew 5:40). Jesus re-
turns to these themes often, showing generosity himself and enjoining 
his followers to do likewise. “Do not store up for yourselves treasures 
on earth,” he advises, “where moth and rust consume and where thieves 
break in and steal; but store up for yourselves treasures in heaven . . . For 
where your treasure is, there your heart will be also” (Matthew 6:19– 21). 
No virtues are praised more often in the gospels than material simplicity, 
generosity, and gratitude; no dangers are warned against more often than 
avarice and a focus on piling up wealth, rather than on living a good, or 
godly, life.

So whether you look to Plato, Jesus, or Amartya Sen for inspiration, 
you can find support for the approach to economics I have been outlining. 
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Of course, how to get there from here is a difficult question, which is why 
more economists currently tending the altars of orthodoxy and revving 
the engines of growth should shift gears and help guide us toward a more 
just, sustainable future. Honest citizens will also differ over the extent of 
the economic changes needed and how fast they should happen. These 
few speculative pages have merely raised such questions, not answered 
them. However, I hope to have suggested that there are indeed alterna-
tives to the endless growth economy, that they may be superior alterna-
tives, and that exploring them may be exciting and help us lead more ful-
filling lives.

In the meantime, maybe all we need to remember for purposes of our 
discussion of immigration is that conventional economic growth is not 
moving us forward; that in fact, in the United States in the second de-
cade of the twenty- first century, growth is moving us further from a just, 
generous, sustainable society. This much seems clear. So Americans who 
believe that we need mass immigration to sustain or accelerate economic 
growth should think again. Such growth is neither necessary nor desir-
able. Perhaps another example will help underline why.

LANDSCAPING

Consider landscaping, an industry that has grown substantially in recent 
decades and whose growth is heavily dependent on a growing population. 
Not only do more people equal more landscaping needs overall, but each 
newly built house is a landscaping bonanza that gets a complete make-
over: trees, grass, maybe a koi pond, all from scratch.

Landscaping has also evolved into an industry that relies heavily on 
immigrant workers. National estimates of the percentage of basic laborers 
in landscaping who are immigrants range from 70% on up.52 When I 
interviewed Tim, a landscaping superintendent at a new construction site 
in northern Colorado, he told me that there had been a complete turnover 
during his career, from 5% immigrant labor 20 years ago to 85% or 90% 
today.53 Curious to learn more about immigrants in landscaping, I drove 
around my hometown of Fort Collins, asking questions.

James, the owner of a small landscaping business, is trimming trees 
down the street with an older assistant who speaks only Spanish and 
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seems reluctant to talk. James is in his mid- twenties and has been in the 
business seven years. A recent graduate from the university where I teach, 
he is short and muscular, friendly and open, and interested in the topic of 
immigration. He says that immigrant workers are “willing and capable.”54

Are these jobs that Americans don’t want to do? I ask.
“Immigrant workers are not so choosy,” he responds. “They don’t 

usually complain.” They are more willing to do the grunt work, dig a 
trench in the freezing rain with the water pooling over their shoes, if nec-
essary. “I’m sorry to say, but sometimes we take advantage of them.”

Do immigrant workers drive down wages?
“Yes,” James replies. Not only that, but using illegal workers can also 

increase profits. “Sometimes you put a little more under- the- table to these 
guys [undocumented workers] because you can produce a little more 
capital with them.” He professes not to know the legal status of his worker 
on this job and I do not press either of them about it.

A mile and a half to the west, at a big new development down by Spring 
Creek, I come across Tim, directing work at a new home site. Natives are 
better workers than immigrants, he thinks, but “we’ve spoiled our kids 
too much. They don’t want to do landscaping.”

So, these are jobs we don’t want?
“Yeah,” he responds. Ten years ago he would go through eight or ten 

Americans for every immigrant worker, although nowadays few Ameri-
cans bother to apply. He uses the H2- B visa program that guarantees tem-
porary workers from Mexico forty hours of work a week at $8.88 an hour.

Does immigration drive down wages? I ask.
“I agree with that. You get to a point where you’ve got so many immi-

grant workers. . . .” His voice trails off.
Has your company ever hired undocumented workers?
“Oh yeah.”
Do you have a problem with that?
“Actually, I prefer the illegals,” Tim says. With native workers or legal 

immigrants who come in through the visa program, “they know they’ve 
got a little bit more rights than the illegals.” H2- B guys can get flighty, 
especially toward the end of their temporary stays, when you do not have 
much leverage over them. “Whereas the illegals want to keep their good 
names, keep their jobs. . . .”

This is the flip side of the comments you frequently hear about “hard- 
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working immigrants.” Their bosses, even the good ones, have them over 
a barrel, in conditions that can approach indentured servitude.55 “Em-
ployers of immigrants will tell you that these workers are some of their 
best and hardest- working employees,” states the website for the California 
Landscape Contractors Association: “and, in many cases, that their busi-
ness couldn't function without them. In addition to landscaping and con-
struction, reasonably priced and dependable immigrant labor is essential 
to restaurants, hotels, nursing homes, and scores of other businesses that 
need to fill jobs that Americans often don’t want.”56

But who will a landscaping foreman choose as his “best and hardest- 
working employee”: one who demands an increase in wages, or an extra 
fifteen minutes for lunch, and who threatens to quit if his requests are not 
met? Or a worker who meekly does what he is told? And how can these be 
jobs that “Americans don’t want,” when according to the US Census Bu-
reau, millions of native- born Americans are working right alongside im-
migrants in these industries?57 (See Table 4– 1.) These are jobs that many 
Americans do want and that they need, for the money and for their own 
self- respect. When they go to ask for a raise, or a few days off to nurse 
an injured family member, it makes a difference whether someone else is 
waiting, eager to take their place. It matters whether that someone else is 
desperate and willing to take whatever work they can get, regardless of 
wages and working conditions.

This issue of bargaining power is not confined to manual laborers. An 
article in the New York Times, on the influx of foreign priests into Catho-
lic parishes in the United States, quotes one recruiter in Kentucky, a priest 
himself, saying: “From a strictly personnel perspective, the international 
priests are easier to work with than the local priests. If they mess up, you 
just say, ‘See you.’ You withdraw your permission for them to stay.”58 The 
article goes on to note that in many parishes foreign priests are paid con-
siderably less than native- born priests (although how the bishops justify 
this ethically is left unexplained). Without this influx of foreign priests, 
the American Catholic hierarchy might have to confront questions about 
why fewer and fewer Americans want to enter the priesthood. It might 
have to consider improving working conditions by allowing clergy to 
marry, or reconsider the ordination of women. Importing priests allows 
church leaders to avoid these issues.

In the same way, importing workers allows landscapers to avoid pay-
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ing higher wages or improving benefits. In some “talking points on immi-
gration reform” on their website, the California Landscape Contractors 
Association makes the following helpful clarification:

Paying higher wages to attract more workers is not the answer. The demo-
graphic projections show that job growth is outstripping the supply of 
workers. It's not just a matter of offering landscape workers more pay. 
Supply and demand play a role, but there is an upper limit to how much 
an employer can charge for their product or service, and thus there is 
an upper limit to what employers can pay their employees. There really 
are some jobs that US workers just aren't willing to do at any reasonable 
price.59

Self- serving comments from the landscaping industry notwithstand-
ing, workers and employers have been known to disagree on a “reason-
able price” for a day’s work. In a free market economy one might have 
thought a reasonable wage was the wage on which workers and employers 
could agree, and that it might be all right if wages sometimes went up. 
Granted there will be some upper price a business owner can get for her 
product or service, which means that there will be a limit to how much 
she can pay her workers. But that simply means that if employers can’t 
find workers at a price they can afford to pay and still make a profit, they 
will hold off on hiring workers and contracting for jobs. In this case, fewer 
lawns might get mowed or trees trimmed than if wages were one or two 
dollars an hour less.

To hear the California Landscape Contractors Association tell it, that 
would be a tragic “failure to meet the needs of a growing economy.” But 
now it sounds as if people are serving the economy, rather than the other 
way around. “Immigrant labor is essential to the functioning of many ser-
vice industries and to the overall health of the US economy,” they assert 
boldly.60 But this brings us back to the main point in contention: must a 
“healthily functioning” economy always be growing? The answer is no. 
The more important question is whether or not that economy is provid-
ing essential goods and services to its members: efficiently, equitably, and 
sustainably. No doubt landscapers could cut more grass, trim more trees, 
and increase profits even more if we brought back slavery, too. But those 
are hardly sufficient reasons for doing so.
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I do not doubt that immigrants may be “better workers” from the per-
spective of Tim, the Catholic bishops, or other bosses. Still, Americans 
work longer hours than the citizens of most other developed industrial 
democracies; we work more hours each year than our parents worked a 
generation ago.61 Our economy is very productive, measured in conven-
tional monetary terms if not in the satisfaction it generates. How much 
harder should we work?

As Adam Smith and Ben Franklin taught us long ago, work in a mod-
ern capitalist economy disciplines us, and poorer American workers may 
indeed have become more disciplined in recent decades, if also more tired 
and beaten down. But there is an unsettling corollary to this: owners and 
bosses are less disciplined by labor transactions in a flooded labor mar-
ket. They are less likely to be forced to act civilly or respond generously 
to their workers, when those workers are easy to replace and have fewer 
options. The Walmart greeter who wants to tell off his superintendent, the 
waitress who might prefer not to smile today, will need to shape up or ship 
out. The laborer in landscaping needs to swing his shovel more quickly, 
and he needs to swing it with a smile.

These trends are a function of high immigration levels. Should our 
society encourage them? Should we put up with them if it turns out they 
are necessary to maximize economic growth? Progressives should answer 
with an emphatic no.

*

Let’s put the question in its most general form. Landscaping is currently a 
$53 billion industry in the United States. It supports almost 300,000 busi-
nesses. In 2008, it provided jobs for 1,180,000 workers, generating wages 
of over $19 billion.62 Do we want this industry to grow? Orthodox eco-
nomic thinking says, “Of course.” I disagree.

For what does all this work, this “industry,” really amount to? Much of 
it involves able- bodied men and women paying other men and women 
to cut their grass and trim their shrubs. But most homeowners could 
easily do this work themselves. As Americans get ever fatter, we need 
more excuses for exercise, not fewer. As our country becomes more eco-
nomically stratified, we could do with fewer occasions for the conspicu-
ous consumption of status- enhancing services like professional lawn care.

Landscaping labor does not pay particularly well. In order to grow this 
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sector of the economy, we will need to keep the wage differential high 
between potential customers and potential workers. The lower laborers’ 
wages, the lower the cost for landscaping services, and the higher wealthy 
Americans’ incomes, the more likely they are to spring for landscaping. 
So the recipe for a landscaping boom is flooded labor markets and grow-
ing inequality.

What would it mean if this industry contracted? It sounds bad, doesn’t 
it: “contraction,” “recession.” But what would it mean in practice? Well, 
just that more people would cut their own lawns and trim their own 
shrubs. They would get more exercise. Instead of hiring strangers to cut 
your lawn, you might hire the neighbor kid and have one more neigh-
borly interaction. With wages and prices higher, some lawns probably 
would not get cut and some shrubs would not be trimmed, or they would 
be trimmed less frequently. There would be fewer “bodies” for hire and 
less economic inequality between manual laborers and the “knowledge 
workers” who have caught all the economic breaks for the past forty years. 
All this sounds pretty positive to me.

Contraction would also be good for the environment, despite land-
scaping’s self- proclaimed title as “the green industry.” Lawns use more 
fertilizers and pesticides, per acre, than farm fields, and professional land-
scapers tend to go heavier on these products than private homeowners.63 
Expansion of managed landscapes at the expense of farms and natural 
areas, due to population growth, has another name: sprawl. The name 
suggests that we do not want the whole landscape landscaped. But if that’s 
true, then let’s face it: at some point growth in the landscaping industry 
will have to cease.64

In many ways shrinking the landscaping industry would appear to be 
good for American society. The real loss in such a contraction would be 
fewer jobs for the Mexicans, Guatemalans, Salvadorans, and others pour-
ing into the industry. True, wages for those remaining, including many 
recent immigrants, would likely rise, if this contraction were achieved 
through restricting further immigration. Still, such job losses are not to be 
trivialized; we are talking about poor people, some with families to feed. 
Yet I cannot help but think that many of these men and women would 
be better off back in their own countries, rather than working thousands 
of miles from home. Some will say as much, if you ask them. “I miss my 
land, my parents, even my dog,” said Jamie Garcia, a landscape worker 
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who has been in the United States for over ten years, bringing laughs and 
knowing smiles from the rest of his crew.65

The problem is that there is not enough work in Mexico or Central 
America for all these displaced workers. Yet the inhabitants of their home 
countries are mostly poor, with plenty of unmet needs. There should be 
a way to get these people working to meet the real needs of their neigh-
bors and fellow citizens, rather than the superfluous wants of Americans. 
Perhaps too, wealthy Mexicans, Guatemalans, and Salvadorans need to 
be forced to share their countries’ wealth and opportunities more fairly. 
Without the “safety valve” of the United States, rich landowners and 
tycoons in Mexico and Central America might be obliged to confront 
the injustices that send so many of their fellow citizens northward in the 
first place.

What brought you to America? I ask Jamie Garcia. He seems eager to 
talk, resting on his shovel; it is a hot day and the break seems welcome.

“Looking for the opportunity to make more money and to make a 
better life. . . . Something that doesn’t happen there [in Mexico] because 
of corruption and crime.”

What is “corruption”?
“If you have money, you have friends, you have everything. . . . If you 

have no money, no influence, you don’t have a chance. Even if you are the 
smartest man in the world.”

I have heard this comment too often to doubt that it contains some 
truth, yet its fatalism bothers me. I press on with my questions.

If everyone leaves Mexico, there won’t be any pressure to improve 
things. Right?

“Improve things?”
Improve conditions there, fight to make things better. End corruption.
“If you don’t have money, what can you do?”66
Truthfully, I don’t know. Maybe poor Mexicans need to get together 

with their fellow workers and take back what is rightfully theirs. Ameri-
cans should not pretend to have all the answers to Mexico’s problems. But 
I think Mexicans need to face them, rather than run away from them to 
the United States. That too is part of my progressive faith: the belief that 
citizens have the right and the responsibility to work to improve their own 
societies. It is condescending to assume otherwise.

There is no real answer to the problem of endlessly more people need-
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ing work. Lately, through climate change, burning forests, and bleach-
ing coral reefs, the Earth seems to be reminding us that it cannot ac-
commodate an infinite number of people. And our current answer to 
this problem— inviting the world to come to America and cut our grass, 
wash our dishes, and diaper our children— is a particularly bad answer, 
for immigrants and American citizens alike. It is bad for Mexican fathers 
or Salvadoran mothers to separate from their own children, just to make 
money. It is bad for Americans to sit on our duffs while other people 
cut our grass. It is bad to create a society where, more and more, we are 
divided into the haves and the have nots, the big shots and the servants. 
After all, that is what much of Latin America is like and a major reason 
why so many people emigrate from there in the first place.

More growth— at least here in the United States— will not solve any of 
these problems. Still, the appeal to growth is ubiquitous in the immigra-
tion debate: a conversation stopper when every other challenge to mass 
immigration has been met.67 Even Jamie, who never finished high school 
or took a class in economics, was ready with it when I suggested that 
maybe America needed a brief time- out from mass immigration.

“The US is a land of opportunity,” he asserted. “You need workers 
everywhere you go. The economy is growing, thanks to many immi-
grants.” And unlike most business owners who sound off on the issue, 
Jamie was happy to admit that immigration reduced wages. That was one 
of its benefits. “If you have no people, people will be asking about $25, 
$30 an hour, because they are unique,” Jamie told me. “If you have lots of 
people, you can pay $10 per hour, and get the same work, and increase 
your economy.”68

When I questioned whether knocking down workers’ wages was good 
for America as a whole, Jamie reminded me that if labor costs are high, 
prices will be higher. Cheap labor keeps prices down, encouraging con-
sumption and— economic growth! The circle was closed; end of story. 
The Wall Street Journal could not have explained it any more clearly.

Still, my proposal for this industry would be much different: tighten 
labor markets by cutting immigration, and meet the reduced need for 
landscaping primarily with American workers. Even with a somewhat 
smaller industry, there would still be lots of landscaping work to be 
done. There would still be rich people, old people, disabled people, and 
lazy people, who want or need their grass cut and their trees trimmed, 
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and corporate properties that need tending. Meeting these needs with 
the workers already here would undoubtedly drive up the price of land-
scaping and decrease business. Fewer people would work in landscaping, 
but their salaries would be higher. That’s the kind of “growth” I’d like to 
see.

Smaller profits and less activity in the landscaping industry would 
show up negatively in the figures for US gross domestic product. But that 
would be okay, since economic activity in itself has no value. The question 
should always be whether more economic activity would improve society, 
and in this case the answer is probably “no.” Here again, less would be 
more.

CONCLUSION

Ask yourself what you need to live a good life: one that is enjoyable and 
meaningful and of which you can be proud.

Do you need nicer clothes? A new Lexus or Maserati? A trip to Bali 
over Christmas?

Do you need a servant? Three servants? Twelve servants?
Do you need to be richer than you were growing up? Richer than you 

are today? Richer than your neighbors? So rich that no matter how un-
intelligent your conversation or how poor your personal hygiene, people 
will still be interested in you?

Do you need a pony?
I assume that like me, many readers would accept and enjoy some of 

these things, should they come their way. But few of us would be willing 
to say that living a good life depends on any of them. This comes down to 
saying that we do not have to be rich to live happy, meaningful, good lives.

But if that is the case for us as individuals, why do we take it for granted 
that creating a better society depends on economic growth and increased 
riches? It most certainly does not. It depends on creating a better society, 
with no masters and no servants, only free and equal citizens, whose tem-
perance and sane views on wealth allow them to treat one another with 
justice and generosity. We need immigration policies that foster the evo-
lution of such a society, not policies that focus on increasing economic 
growth.
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Ninety years ago, in a talk to the Albuquerque Chamber of Commerce, 
the great conservationist Aldo Leopold asked: “What, concretely, is our 
ambition as a city? ‘100,000 by 1930’— we have blazoned it forth like an 
army with banners. . . . Can anyone deny that the vast fund of time, brains 
and money now devoted to making our city big would actually make it 
better if diverted to betterment instead of bigness?” Civic- mindedness 
may be a force for good, Leopold added, but went on to ask his “boosters,” 
somewhat plaintively: “Is it too much to hope that this force, harnessed 
to a finer ideal, may someday accomplish good as well as big things? That 
our future standard of civic values may even exclude quantity, obtained 
at the expense of quality, as not worthwhile?”69

No, this is not too much to hope. Without such a society- wide re-
valuation of economic values, progressives will not succeed in creating 
a just and sustainable society. We must redefine “the good life” in less 
materialistic terms and create economies designed to sustain such good 
lives— not to grow indefinitely. These are daunting tasks, but they are not 
optional for serious progressives. In America, where we habitually mis-
take quantity for quality, these tasks are even more urgent.

To sum up the past three chapters, I contend that economic consider-
ations strongly support my immigration policy proposals— on a proper 
understanding of “economy.” As Henry Thoreau noted in his own discus-
sion of economic matters one hundred and sixty years ago, “in the long 
run, men hit only what they aim at. Therefore . . . they had better aim at 
something high.”70 That remains good economic advice. Our immigra-
tion policies should be designed to further the key economic goals of the 
twenty- first century: greater economic equality and genuine ecological 
sustainability. Achieving these goals demands greatly reducing immigra-
tion into the United States.
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 POPULATION MATTERS

I have been an environmental activist for over twenty- five years. I vividly 
remember the issue that made me one: a proposal to dam the Oconee 
River, a lovely, lazy river that runs for a hundred miles through the Geor-
gia piedmont.

I had moved to Athens, Georgia, in 1986, from Chicago. I came to 
study American history at the state university, but the main effect of mov-
ing to the South was to open my eyes to the great variety of landscapes 
in our country. Here, in a very different environment from the one I had 
grown up in, I came to realize the beauty and importance of the natural 
world.

A friend taught me bird watching, during the spring warbler migra-
tion. Another took me for my first canoe ride, and soon I was floating my 
own canoe on two-  and three- day trips down the Oconee, the Ogeechee, 
and other nearby rivers. Before long I was immersed in learning about 
the local landscape. I wrote my master’s thesis in the then- new field of 
environmental history.

But as is often the case, I had hardly started to learn about the en-
vironment when I began to learn about threats to it. New highways. 
New sprawling subdivisions. The issue that really catalyzed my activism, 
though, was the scheme to dam the Oconee, which flows through Athens. 
Its stated purpose was to provide flood control and drinking water to local 
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residents, but its real purpose was to encourage continued economic and 
demographic growth. A dozen miles of the river were to be inundated, 
its lovely streamside forests drowned, its playful river otters displaced, to 
accommodate more of the bland sprawl spreading across north Georgia.

A number of us in the local Sierra Club group sprang into action. We 
wrote articles. We lobbied public officials. We took reporters on canoe 
trips down the river to show them what would be destroyed. As part of 
this effort I read my first environmental impact statement on the pro-
posal, prepared for the US Army Corps of Engineers.

I’ve read dozens of environmental impact statements in subsequent 
years, but you always remember your first one, don’t you? I still recall my 
sinking feeling, as toward the start of the report, I reviewed its 50- year 
population projections for the northeast Georgia region. Was it possible 
that our population was going to grow that fast? Perhaps the numbers 
were inflated, examples of what people wanted to happen, not what was 
likely to happen.

Possible— but the numbers came from the US Census Bureau. Our 
little group was hardly in a position to challenge federal demographers. 
Besides, houses were springing up daily all around the area. Project that 
out a few decades and why wouldn’t we double or triple our population?

In the ensuing months, as I talked to county commissioners, water 
engineers, and other decision makers, I noticed a pattern. My fellow 
greenies and I would talk about the river: its beauty and its history; the 
forests, fish, and other wildlife that would be displaced by the reservoir. 
Our listeners would express sympathy and say that of course they didn’t 
want to harm the river, either. Many of them had fished it or hunted along 
its banks as kids. But more people were coming to north Georgia, lots 
more, and all those people would need water. . . . 

In the end, we fought the dam builders to a kind of a draw. Instead 
of a huge dam inundating a dozen miles of the Oconee River, the local 
communities pitched in and built a smaller reservoir on a tributary, de-
stroying 3 or 4 miles of Bear Creek. With a stable population, the origi-
nal reservoir never would have been proposed. There would have been 
no need. With those population projections from the Census Bureau, a 
smaller reservoir was really the best we environmentalists could hope for.

In other words, we were going to lose, one way or the other. The only 
questions were how big and how quickly we would lose.
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Bear Creek Reservoir took nearly a dozen years to build. It came on 
line only twelve years ago and almost immediately it was being cited as 
inadequate to meet regional drinking water needs. The Bear Creek Reser-
voir was built to accommodate new water demands for the next fifty years 
at the “middle” or “moderate” growth projections from the Census Bu-
reau. But it turned out that the counties around Athens were among the 
fastest growing in the state. They actually grew faster than even the “high” 
Census Bureau projections.1

Now there is talk of building a system of huge regional reservoirs in 
north Georgia to handle all this growth— including that river- killer on 
the main stem of the Oconee River. Environmentalists, of course, oppose 
these plans. A new generation of activists will write earnest letters to the 
editor. They will lobby their public officials on behalf of the river they 
love. And then they will probably lose.

*

I was thinking of this history recently, as I sat through a public hearing 
held by the Corps of Engineers on another reservoir proposal, the North-
ern Integrated Supply Project. These days I live two thousand miles from 
Georgia, in Colorado. Once again a lovely river flows through my town, 
the Cache la Poudre. Water is a scarce commodity here in the West and 
river flows are sadly reduced from earlier times.

Still, there is usually some water in the river and it supports a lot of 
life along its banks. I’ve helped the local Audubon Society census its bird 
populations and co- wrote a proposal to have the river corridor desig-
nated a state Important Bird Area. I’ve pointed out kingfishers, osprey, 
and foxes to my sons on our river walks. When I proposed to my wife, 
Kris, the natural choice was along the banks of the Poudre.

I love the Cache and so do many people here. Fort Collins has spent 
millions of dollars to buy land and preserve parks and open space along 
the river. And like a lot of people, I hate plans to siphon off its last un-
allocated flows and pump them into a new storage reservoir, drying up 
our river in order to promote more development in the boom towns east 
and south of Fort Collins. I’ve already lobbied my city council members 
on the issue, trying to put into words what the river means to me and re-
minding them of the many benefits that it gives to residents of our city: 
economic, aesthetic, recreational, and spiritual.
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Now one by one, dozens and dozens of my fellow citizens walk up to 
the microphone at the Corps of Engineers hearing. Many are obviously 
nervous, but they overcome their fear in order to speak up for their river. 
Again and again I hear, in a variety of voices, that they love this river and 
that they want it to live.

The four hundred people who have gathered in this immense hall have 
spent countless hours poring over the proposal and assorted technical 
documents. Their testimony is by turns analytical, personal, passionate, 
funny, and even a little nutty. Overall the message is clear: my fellow citi-
zens want us to build a community that respects and protects the river 
and that leaves enough water in it for the fish, the birds, and the trees that 
grow along its banks.

Their testimony is inspiring. But of course the reservoir’s proponents 
also get to tell their side of the story. Their spokeswoman begins a fancy 
PowerPoint presentation. And here they are, two slides into the proceed-
ings . . . oh, no . . . 

The population projections! Again, looking thirty to fifty years out 
from the present. Again: low- , medium- , and high- growth projections. 
And again, it is obvious. We are going to have more people and they are 
going to need water. The whole rest of the presentation flows from that 
one slide and with those numbers on their side, the dam proposal will be 
very tough to defeat.

Nevertheless local environmentalists have formed the Save the Poudre 
coalition to fight the dam project and we have gained some early victo-
ries, successfully challenging the initial draft of the environmental im-
pact statement and forcing proponents to acknowledge hidden costs and 
potential environmental harms. It turned out to be easy enough to show 
that the towns that are proposing the reservoir have not done much to 
conserve water and that there are lots of options for doing so. “Don’t dry 
up the river until you’ve done the most with what you’ve already got,” we 
argued in presenting our own “healthy rivers” alternative. “You can even 
save millions of dollars by conserving water, rather than building expen-
sive new dams, pumps, and other infrastructure.”

The problem is that reservoir proponents can easily plug more water 
conservation into their models and by looking another ten or fifteen years 
down the line, see the same looming water shortages. More people will 
need more water. It’s as simple as that.
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If our population were not growing, no one would be proposing this 
reservoir. In fact, there are plenty of opportunities to save water through 
conservation and put more of it back in the river, where it belongs. But 
an ever- growing population takes those conservation measures, swal-
lows them with hardly a thank you, and demands more. At some point 
that means new dams and reservoirs, and a dried- out Cache la Poudre 
River. We may well be able to defeat this reservoir proposal, but others 
are in the pipeline. As along the Oconee, environmentalists cannot hope 
to keep sufficient water flowing freely in the Cache in the context of end-
less population growth.

POPULATION GROWTH AND ENVIRONMENTAL PROBLEMS

The two fights I have described should sound familiar to environmental-
ists. Environmentalism often involves attempts to defend beloved places 
from destruction that masquerades as “development.” People naturally 
bond with the wild or pastoral places around them. Making such connec-
tions is part of what makes life worth living. Certainly a healthy, flourish-
ing Cache la Poudre River is important to the quality of life of the resi-
dents of Fort Collins. I imagine most readers could probably name their 
own beloved wild places, and also some places that were near and dear but 
that have since been paved over in the name of progress. In societies with 
growing populations such natural oases are often threatened. After all, the 
landscape itself is not growing. We aren’t creating new rivers or forests, 
new mountains or prairies. Hence the imperative to defend the places we 
love and the continual minting of new environmentalists.

In the early days of the environmental movement, there was a popu-
lar slogan that went: “Any cause is a lost cause, without population con-
trol.” As we will see below, subsequent history has borne out its truth. 
Environmental problems are primarily caused by people going about 
our economic business: buying and selling, producing and consuming, 
discarding and excreting. Because every person, no matter how poor or 
abstemious, puts some economic demands on the biosphere, each extra 
person adds to the environmental impacts we are trying to mitigate. You 
would be hard pressed to imagine a single environmental problem that 
would not be easier to solve with a smaller population than a larger one, 
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or with a stable population rather than with a growing one. In fact, if we 
look at the focus of American environmental efforts in recent decades, 
the pattern is often “one step forward, one step back,” owing to continued 
population growth.

We begin by looking at two areas where population growth has not 
prevented considerable environmental improvement in the United States: 
air and water pollution. Even here, however, it appears population growth 
has limited the improvements we would likely have seen with a stable 
population and that a growing population threatens future gains. When 
we move on to consider species loss, sprawl, and greenhouse gas emis-
sions, we will see clearly how continued population growth undermines 
efforts to create a sustainable society.

iTem: air anD WaTer PoLLUTion

A main focus of the environmental movement over the past half- century 
has been cleaning the air we breathe. Nothing is more important in terms 
of human health, and great strides have been made: the Clean Air Act 
of 1970 was a landmark US environmental law and the Clean Air Act 
Amendments of 1992 were arguably the last major victory for Ameri-
can environmentalists at the federal level. Most residents in US cities and 
towns today breathe cleaner air than residents thirty and forty years ago, 
the result primarily of aggressive efforts to clean up factory emissions and 
improve fuel economy and pollution technologies on automobiles. Ac-
cording to the EPA, emissions of most major air pollutants have declined 
significantly in recent decades. Between 1980 and 2010, carbon monoxide 
(CO) emissions declined 71%, nitrogen oxides (NOx) emissions declined 
52%, sulfur dioxide (SO2) emissions declined 69%, and emissions of large 
organic particulates (PM10) declined 83%. Most impressive of all, lead 
emissions declined a whopping 97% as lead was phased out as a common 
additive in gasoline.2

Environmentalists can take great pride in these successes, which trans-
late directly into improved health, longevity, and quality of life for all 
Americans. (You’re welcome!) Research shows that these improvements 
have led to tens of thousands of fewer deaths annually due to cancers and 
other diseases, and that the “bad air days” avoided have allowed millions 
of children to play outside who would have been prevented from doing 
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so. Still, according to the EPA, “despite great progress in air quality im-
provement, approximately 124 million people nationwide lived in coun-
ties with pollution levels above the primary national ambient air quality 
standards in 2010,” primarily owing to excessive ground ozone levels.3 So 
more remains to be done, and it is clear that continued population in-
crease makes achieving healthy air more difficult.

Reviewing the American Lung Association’s “State of the Air 2012” 
report and comparing different localities, one is struck by how many of 
the metropolitan areas that received a “D” or “F” grade for ozone pollu-
tion, elevated particulate levels, or both, were either highly populous or 
rapidly growing in population.4 The worst levels of air pollution are typi-
cally found in the most highly populated areas. Los Angeles, with the 
nation’s worst air quality, provides an instructive example.

Starting in the 1970s, Los Angeles put rudimentary “scrubbers” on 
many of its plastics and aerospace factories and reaped the benefits from 
smaller cars with catalytic converters. The air cleaned up considerably in 
the 1970s and 1980s, and it has continued to improve since then, albeit 
more slowly. But as the population of the LA basin has continued to grow, 
from 10 million people in 1970 to 18 million in 2010, more expensive and 
intrusive efforts have been needed to continue to drive down air pollution 
numbers. In the 1990s, factories were required to install more elaborate, 
expensive scrubbing technology; rather than do so, many simply closed, 
taking their jobs and their pollution to Mexico or China. Small dry clean-
ers were told to change the chemicals they used, builders were encour-
aged to use new kinds of paints that have less “off- gassing,” etc. Some of 
the proposed changes have been phased in, others have been judged too 
intrusive or not worth the trouble.

According to figures from the South Coast Air Quality Management 
District, improvements in air quality in the LA basin have slowed in the 
past decade and they appear to be flattening out at levels that remain un-
healthy. In 2012, smog exceeded the acceptable levels set by the EPA ap-
proximately 120 days during the year.5 Given the immense technology 
and efficiency improvements achieved since 1970, it seems likely that an 
LA basin with 10 million people today would have achieved substantial 
compliance with the requirements of the Clean Air Act. An LA basin with 
18 million people has not.

Similar trends become apparent when we review efforts to rein in 
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water pollution. When Congress passed the Clean Water Act in 1972, 
many waterways across the United States were filthy, toxic, even occasion-
ally flammable. The Act’s primary stated goal was to render all US rivers 
and streams “fishable and swimmable”: that is, usable by people without 
threat to their health. Initially, great improvements were made. Factories 
that had been dumping chemicals directly into rivers were now forced 
to dispose of them more safely. Cities and towns were put on a timeline 
to construct adequate sewer systems and treat their wastes. Detergents 
were reformulated to contain less phosphorus. Streams running through 
agricultural lands were fenced off from cattle. All these measures paid 
off. Phosphorus, nitrogen, and suspended solid levels decreased in many 
rivers and streams, and significant numbers were restored to “swim-
mable” or “fishable” conditions.6

Unfortunately improvements have slowed and in some areas water 
quality has begun to deteriorate again. Scientists have learned that in 
addition to the obvious examples of “point- source” water polluters, such 
as factories and municipal sewer pipes, water quality is impacted by 
“non– point- source” pollution as well: the millions of individual actions 
that send pollutants into our water. The back- yard mechanic changing 
his oil and dumping it into a storm sewer; the farmer spreading fertilizer 
on his fields; you or I absent- mindedly tossing expired medicines down 
the bathroom sink. These activities, it turns out, also add tremendous 
amounts of contaminants to our water. But because they are so dispersed, 
they are hard to target and reduce. While we can imagine reducing major 
point- sources to almost nothing with sufficient money and ingenuity, 
non– point- sources are more intractable. There are too many activities 
that go into making them up; it is too hard to police the little infractions 
that add up to serious pollution; and life would become much more diffi-
cult if we worried constantly about all of them.

Basically a certain amount of non– point- source pollution is just a 
function of people existing and doing what we do. It is not going away 
and so the more people we add to our population, the more such pollu-
tion we will have. Add another million people to the LA basin or the Front 
Range of Colorado and some of them will put fertilizers and pesticides 
on their lawns, toss expired medicines down the sink, spill oil when they 
change it, etc. The various other people who service their needs also will 
generate significant non– point- source pollutants. The farmers growing 
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food for an extra million people will fertilize fields and some of that fer-
tilizer will find its way into the water. The extra trucks driving to restock 
the shelves at Walmart will belch chemicals, some of which children will 
wind up breathing. People can pollute less, but everyone pollutes some. It 
is a lesson no serious environmentalist can afford to neglect.

According to the EPA’s most recent “Wadeable Streams Assessment,” 
which looked at the physical, chemical, and biological condition of the 
nation’s rivers and streams, “28% of US stream miles are in good condi-
tion, compared to the best available reference sites in their regions, 25% 
are in fair condition, and 42% are in poor condition” (5% were not as-
sessed). Significantly, less densely populated parts of the country tended 
to have biologically healthier rivers and superior water quality. While 45% 
of western rivers were found in “good” condition, in the more populous 
eastern highlands only 18% were found to be in “good” condition and 
over half were in “poor” condition.7

In sum, the United States has made solid progress combating air and 
water pollution since the first Earth Day, despite rapid population growth. 
But that progress has slowed in recent decades, in part because the easier 
steps have been taken and in part because of continued population 
growth. Americans appear unlikely to fully achieve our stated air quality 
and water quality goals without stabilizing or reducing our population.

iTem: sPeCies Loss

Perhaps the strongest environmental law in the United States is the En-
dangered Species Act of 1973, which clearly mandates that when any na-
tive species of plant or animal is driven to the brink of extinction, it is 
our duty to act to prevent that extinction from occurring. As originally 
written, the Endangered Species Act specifically stated that the threat 
of extinction should trump any economic interests that were causing a 
species to go extinct. Congress subsequently amended the law to allow 
some projects of great economic value to go through, provided a commit-
tee of cabinet officers (the so- called God squad) voted to do so. To date, 
however, only one such vote to allow extinction has occurred, perhaps in 
recognition of the fact that extinction is forever and that there is some-
thing selfish and impious in sacrificing a natural life- form on the altar of 
commerce.8



114

CHAPTER SIX

The Endangered Species Act has helped bring back several species 
from the brink of extinction, including such iconic American wildlife 
as the bald eagle, the American alligator, and the grey wolf. Its protec-
tions have helped hold the line on species extinctions. However, only a 
handful of endangered species have recovered sufficiently to take them off 
the threatened and endangered list, which currently contains over 1400 
species. Why?

When we think of an endangered species, we often imagine direct, 
purposive activities that are harming them. Hunters are killing alligators 
for their skins and selling them to make handbags; wolves are being poi-
soned by ranchers. End the direct killing and the species can flourish 
again. Sometimes this is exactly how it works. Alligators, which can re-
produce quickly, staged a terrific comeback across much of the southeast-
ern United States once people quit slaughtering them, and they have since 
been de- listed. Wolves could provide a similar success story, if ranchers 
manage to overcome their irrational hatred of them, relinquish a few 
calves each year, and share the landscape more generously.

But many cases are not like this. People are not directly killing wild-
life; instead, they are competing with them for habitat or other essential 
resources. This is a more intractable problem, and one that other species 
are generally going to lose by attrition.9

The causes of extinction are complex; often a species faces multiple or 
uncertain threats. But scientists who have studied the matter agree that 
habitat loss is the primary threat to species, and habitat loss is directly 
tied to human numbers. In a thorough study of Endangered Species Act 
information published in the US Federal Register, D. S. Wilcove and col-
leagues found habitat degradation or loss implicated as a cause for 85% of 
threatened and endangered species in the United States, making habitat 
loss by far the number one cause of species endangerment in the United 
States.10 Studies looking at worldwide species endangerment have come 
to similar conclusions.

Consider Table 6– 1, from another study, this one by Brian Czech and 
associates, on the leading causes of endangerment for American species 
classified as threatened or endangered by the US Fish and Wildlife Service. 
We see that a wide variety of human activities contribute to the displace-
ment of other species, but few of them appear objectionable in themselves. 
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They are simply the economic pursuits that sustain human well- being, 
whether that means growing food, providing people with water or energy, 
or allowing them to recreate in enjoyable places. In other words, these are 
activities that to some degree are part and parcel of people existing at all. 
Bring in more people and you will need to work the landscape harder or 
use more of it in order to provide these things for them.

So, for example, alligators have made a great comeback in the south-
eastern United States. But as more people settle in Florida, Georgia, and 
the Carolinas, human/alligator conflicts become more common and alli-
gators and other wildlife get displaced. As more people move into Colo-
rado’s mountains to “get close to nature,” human/bear conflicts increase 
and “problem bears” tend to be relocated, or if that does not work, shot. In 
the communities along Colorado’s growing Front Range, indiscriminate 
shooting and poisoning of prairie dogs when the area was primarily agri-
cultural has given way to an appreciation for these intelligent little ani-
mals, a keystone species that provides food for several dozen other animal 
species that cannot flourish without them. Children learn about prairie 
dogs in grade school now, but these fine sentiments are not leading to in-
creased numbers of prairie dogs on the ground. That is because as these 
communities grow, prairie dog colonies are paved over for new houses, 

Table 6– 1 Leading causes of species endangerment in the United States.

Cause of endangerment Number of species harmed

Interactions with nonnative species 305
Urbanization 275
Row- crop agriculture 224
Outdoor recreation and tourism development 186
Domestic livestock and ranching activities 182
Reservoirs and other running water diversions 161
Modified fire regimes and silviculture 144
Pollution of water, air, or soil 144
Mineral, gas, oil, and geothermal extraction or exploration 140
Industrial, institutional, and military activities 131
Harvest (hunting, collecting) 120
Logging 109
Road presence, construction, and maintenance 94

Source: B. Czech, R. Krausman, and P. K. Devers, “Economic Associations among Causes of 
Species Endangerment in the United States.”
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new roads, new Walmarts and Targets. To some extent, Colorado’s wild-
life is being overrun by wildlife lovers.

The bottom line is that more people means less wildlife.11 Strong senti-
ments, strong laws, and serious efforts to live and let live with wildlife are 
commendable and necessary. But they all will prove insufficient if people 
are not willing to limit our numbers, thereby limiting how much habitat 
and resources we take from other species. Without limiting our num-
bers we will, inevitably, replace them with us and our economic support 
 systems.

iTem: sPraWL

In the past three decades, stopping sprawl, defined as new development 
on the fringes of existing urban and suburban areas, has become a lead-
ing goal for environmentalists across the United States. Sprawl is an en-
vironmental problem for numerous reasons, including increased energy 
and water consumption, increased air and water pollution, and decreased 
open space and wildlife habitat. Since habitat loss is a leading cause of 
species endangerment, it’s no surprise that some of the nation’s worst 
sprawl centers, such as Southern Florida and the Los Angeles basin, also 
contain large numbers of endangered species. Between 1982 and 2001, the 
United States converted 34 million acres of forest, cropland, and pasture 
to developed uses, an area the size of Illinois. The average annual rate of 
land conversion increased from 1.4 million acres to 2.2 million acres over 
this time.12

What causes sprawl? Transportation policies that favor building roads 
over mass transit appear to be important sprawl generators. So are zoning 
laws that encourage “leapfrog” developments far out into the country and 
tax policies that allow builders to pass many of the costs of new develop-
ment on to current taxpayers rather than new home buyers. Between 1970 
and 1990, these and other factors caused Americans’ per capita land use in 
the hundred largest metropolitan areas to increase 22.6 percent. In these 
same areas during this same period, however, the amount of developed 
land increased 51.5 percent.13

What accounts for this discrepancy? Population growth: by far the 
single most important cause of sprawl. New houses, new shopping cen-
ters, and new roads are being built for new residents. As Figure 6– 1 illus-
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trates, in recent decades, cities and states with the highest population 
growth rates have also sprawled the most.

The most thorough study to date on the causes of sprawl in the United 
States analyzed several dozen possible factors. Grouping together all 
those factors that can increase per capita land use and comparing these 
with the single factor of more “capitas,” it found that between 1982 and 
1997 in America, 52 percent of sprawl was attributable to population in-
crease while 48 percent was attributable to misguided policies that in-
creased land use per person.14

Some “smart growth” advocates resist the conclusion that population 
growth is an important sprawl factor: partly because they do not want to 
obscure the need for good planning and land use policies, partly because 

Figure 6– 1. US state sprawl rates, 1982– 1997, and US city sprawl rates, 1970– 1990.

Source: Roy Beck, Leon Kolankiewicz, and Steven Camarota, Outsmarting Smart Growth: 
Population Growth, Immigration, and the Problem of Sprawl, 5.
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they are uncomfortable talking about population growth. They point out 
that several metropolitan areas that lost population in recent decades ex-
hibited significant sprawl, including St. Louis, Detroit, and Pittsburgh. Of 
America’s 100 largest metropolitan areas, 11 lost population between 1970 
and 1990, yet they sprawled an average of 26 percent (see Figure 6– 1). 
This shows that poor land use planning and bad transportation, zoning, 
and tax policies are indeed important in generating sprawl. Population 
growth is not everything.

On the other hand, cities with growing populations sprawled a lot more 
than ones with stable or declining populations. Several states that man-
aged to decrease per capita land use during this period also sprawled, due 
to high rates of population growth. From 1982 to 1995, Nevada decreased 
its per capita land use 26 percent while sprawling 37 percent, due to a 
whopping 90 percent population increase. Arizona decreased per capita 
land use 13 percent while its population increased 58 percent, generating 
a 40 percent increase in developed land.15 The facts are clear: population 
growth also causes sprawl.

The bottom line is that if we want to stop sprawl, we must change 
the population policies that cause it, in addition to reforming misguided 
transportation, tax, and zoning policies. We will not stop sprawl if we 
simply accept population increase as inevitable, when the best research 
shows that it accounts for half of the problem. Nor are we likely to solve 
our other important environmental problems without stabilizing or re-
ducing our population. The impact of population growth is just too 
powerful.

*

The twin forces driving increased environmental pressures in the United 
States in the twentieth century have been demographic and economic 
growth; they remain the main drivers today. Between 1900 and 2000, a 
four- times- bigger population and twenty- five- times- bigger economy led 
to approximately ten times more water use,16 fifteen times more fossil fuel 
use,17 and thirty times more agricultural fertilizer use18 by the end of the 
period (see Figure 6– 2). These increases in production and consump-
tion have placed unprecedented demands on the ability of the American 
landscape, our soils and waters, to assimilate our wastes while simulta-
neously providing necessary resources. They have also greatly increased 
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the percentage of those resources commandeered by a single species— 
us— at the expense of all the other species that depend on them for their 
existence.

In many cases, these levels of resource use already appear to exceed 
what is sustainable over the long term. In others, continued growth seems 
likely to drive such resource use into overshoot mode relatively soon. In 
no case have Americans formally recognized a limit regarding how much 
of a particular resource we can use and put in place effective measures 
to remain below that limit. In all cases, we seem to be taking more than 
our fair share of resources and sheer ecological space vis- à- vis the non-
human world.

IN THEORY . . . 

Now in theory, many of our environmental problems could be solved, at 
least temporarily, while still continuing to increase our population. For 
example, let’s imagine that Colorado’s state and local governments en-
acted the full wish list of smart growth proponents. These include new 
rail lines up and down the Front Range and mass transit within our cities, 
strong zoning rules that prevent development in rural and wild areas, and 
large tax incentives for “infill” building on parcels within current urban 
areas and for building tall apartment buildings. With all these steps, we 
could imagine funneling considerably more people into existing devel-
oped areas, while slowing the growth of new sprawling developments.

One problem with this scenario is how difficult it is to win even mod-
est smart growth improvements. This is partly because many people like 
sprawling, car- oriented subdivisions and want to live in them, and partly 
because there is a lot of money to be made promoting sprawl, so devel-
opment interests typically block any improvements. A statewide growth- 
management plan that was put before Colorado voters through a citizens’ 
initiative in 2000 started out with an 80%+ approval rating; after $10 mil-
lion in negative advertising by builders and the real estate industry, it 
went down to defeat by a margin of two to one. A few cities and towns 
around the country have managed to implement good growth manage-
ment plans, but the main result has been to create nicer communities 
where the plans are in place and to funnel “dumb growth” into nearby 
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communities that are anxious to have it. It seems safe to assume that if we 
have growth, a lot of it will be dumb.

A second problem is that even smart growth is growth, which inevi-
tably increases ecological impacts and displaces wild nature. Funneling 
new houses onto inner city lots can spare land out in the country. But the 
people moving into those houses still need to eat, shop, travel, and recre-
ate. Site new developments along rail lines, rather than highways, and you 
can cut down on the car use of new residents, but you cannot eliminate 
it completely. That means those developments will increase regional air 
pollution. If you add another million people to the Denver metropolitan 
area, it is better to do it with smart growth rather than dumb growth.19 
But from an environmental perspective, it is better not to add a million 
people at all.

These two problems should be enough to convince committed envi-
ronmentalists to support population stabilization in the United States. 
But there is a third problem that is even more fundamental. It is that “sus-
tainable growth” is an oxymoron, a contradiction in terms.20 No physi-
cal thing can grow forever in a limited area, such as on the surface of the 
Earth or within the political boundaries of the United States. So pure 
efficiency solutions to our environmental problems at best can be only 
temporary expedients, as long as we continue to grow. Yet these solutions 
themselves are typically put forward as alternatives to limiting growth. 
They help facilitate continued growth while shutting down discussions 

Figure 6– 2 (opposite). Twentieth century environmental trends, United States.

Notes: A, Population in millions, 1900– 2010. US Census Bureau figures. B, Real GDP per capita, 
1900 to 2010, in constant 2009 dollars. Louis Johnston and Samuel Williamson, “What Was the 
US GDP Then?” C, Annual fossil fuel consumption in quadrillion BTUs. US Energy Information 
Administration, “Energy Sources Have Changed throughout the History of the United States.” 
D, Annual CO2 emissions in millions of metric tons of carbon. T. A. Boden, G. Marland, and R. J. 
Andres, “Global, Regional, and National Fossil- Fuel CO2 Emissions.” E, Annual fertilizer use 
(nitrogen and phosphorus) in millions of kilograms, 1945– 85. Richard Alexander and Richard 
Smith, “County- Level Estimates of Nitrogen and Phosphorus Fertilizer Use in the United 
States, 1945 to 1985.” F, Annual water withdrawals in cubic kilometers, 1940– 2000. Personal 
communication, Reagan Waskom, Colorado State University Water Institute, Fort Collins, 
December 2013. G, Annual paper consumption in millions of metric tons. Iddo Wernick, Robert 
Herman, Shekhar Govind, and Jesse Ausubel, “Materialization and Dematerialization: Measures 
and Trends.” H, Annual cement consumption in millions of metric tons. Thomas Kelly and Grecia 
Matos, “Historical Statistics for Mineral and Material Commodities in the United States.” US 
Geological Survey, Data Series 140, 2013 online version.
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about limiting it. In this way pure efficiency solutions seem bound to lead 
us astray in our thinking and policymaking.

Lest readers object that this third problem is merely theoretical, a dif-
ficulty for our distant descendants that perhaps might be alleviated by 
space colonization, I remind you of the power of exponential growth. At 
2% annual growth, a population doubles every 35 years and is nearly eight 
times larger after one hundred years. Even small annual growth rates lead 
in a surprisingly short time to staggeringly large numbers. If we have 
evidence that something cannot keep growing for long without harming 
us, whether carbon emissions or our own numbers, then sustainability 
advocates have good reasons to try to end that growth as soon as pos-
sible. Meanwhile evidence continues to accumulate that human numbers 
and economic activity are bumping up against global ecological limits 
right now.

*

In theory, we can double our population and still provide increased habi-
tat for the more than fourteen hundred species we have pushed to the 
edge of extinction in the United States. In practice, doubling our popula-
tion will increase human demands for the resources and habitat they need 
to survive. So it will probably help extinguish, forever, many species on 
the endangered species list.

In theory, we can double our population while so improving our be-
havior as consumers that we decrease water pollution and clean up our 
rivers and streams. In practice, the same lack of discipline that leads us 
to refuse to limit our numbers undermines efforts to get us to consume 
more conscientiously. The same selfish unwillingness to change will re-
appear in our unwillingness to spend the money needed to prevent ex-
cessive pollution.

Environmentalists need to be pragmatic idealists. We should remain 
open to new ways of doing things and on the lookout for new technolo-
gies that can help reduce our ecological footprints. We should challenge 
our fellow citizens to consume less, in order to do right by nature and 
future generations. But we also need to be realistic about how far and how 
fast societies can change. I hope Americans fifty or one hundred years 
from now will show some willingness to sacrifice for the common good; 
perhaps they will even define the common good to include other species. 
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Still, we may be sure that then, as now, their primary focus will remain 
furthering their own immediate happiness. For that reason alone, we have 
to limit our numbers if we hope to create a sustainable society.

Those who think such an analysis lets Americans off the hook for ex-
cessive consumerism or deficient altruism need to remember that even 
a nation of eco- saints can become too populous. Furthermore, because 
even small annual growth rates lead relatively quickly to large absolute 
increases in population, environmentalists’ calls for an end to growth do 
not really depend on the details of how environmentally well countries 
are behaving. A commitment to sustainability implies population limits, 
and respecting those limits implies not just slowing but ending popula-
tion growth.

THE NUMBERS

At this point, a brief review of the numbers is in order. As we saw earlier, 
fertility rates in the United States are currently just under the replace-
ment rate of 2.1 children per woman. That means that without immigra-
tion, America’s population would likely peak in thirty to forty years (first 
we need to finish digesting “the baby boomlet”: the childbearing years of 
the children of the postwar baby boomers). It would then either fluctuate 
within a few tens of millions above our current population, or slowly de-
crease, back towards the 300 million population reached in the first few 
years of the twenty- first century.

While most recent population growth in the United States is tied to 
post- 1965 immigration, with fertility rates now below replacement rate, 
almost all our future growth will be immigration- driven. This is clearly 
shown in the US population projections to 2100 shown in Figure 6– 3.21 
The five scenarios graphed vary immigration in half- million increments, 
from zero to 2 million net annual immigration.

Note that every extra half- million immigrants admitted annually in-
creases America’s population in 2100 by about 72 million people. Note 
too that under any mass immigration scenario, the US population cannot 
stabilize and instead continues to grow. Both of these points should be of 
grave concern to serious environmentalists. Given Americans’ failure to 
create a sustainable society of 320 million people, creating one with hun-
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dreds of millions more inhabitants is even more unlikely.22 And even if 
we managed to stumble to the year 2100 with 500 million or 600 million 
inhabitants, our unpromising trajectory with continued mass immigra-
tion would be for further immense population growth in the following 
century.

Fortunately such growth is not inevitable. We need to remember that 
the American people have voluntarily chosen to stabilize our popula-
tion, through our choices to have fewer children than our parents and 
grandparents. We can build on this by choosing to reduce immigration 
rates as well and stabilize our population. This can be shown by graphing 
population projections under three alternative immigration scenarios: 
250,000 annually, 1.25 million annually, and 2.25 million annually. These 
correspond roughly to the US immigration rate during the four decades 
around the middle of the previous century; to our current annual immi-
gration rate; and to the annual immigration levels likely under the im-
migration reform bill passed by the US Senate in 2013, respectively (see 
Figure 6– 4).

These projections show that the United States has a clear path to popu-
lation stabilization (although whether stabilization around 380 million 

Figure 6– 3. US population projections to 2100 under five different immigration scenarios.

Source: Author’s projections using population projection tool developed by the Center for 
Immigration Studies, Washington, DC.
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people is still too high for ecological sustainability is a valid question). 
They also show that our current path is likely to lead to massive popula-
tion growth: over 200 million more Americans by 2100 at current immi-
gration levels. Finally, they show that recent “comprehensive immigration 
reform” proposals have the potential to drive US population growth even 
higher, potentially more than doubling our population by the end of this 
century.

Unfortunately people’s short- term focus tends to blind us to the im-
portance of immigration in determining future US population size. For 
example, the Census Bureau rarely projects population growth out more 
than forty or fifty years. Compare the previous graph of US population 
growth to 2100 with one to 2050 under the same three immigration sce-
narios (Figure 6– 5).

This shorter projection does show a significant difference in US popu-
lation by 2050 under our three scenarios. However, the difference is 
“only” about 45 million people between each scenario: seemingly man-
ageable, perhaps, in the context of total populations between 369 and 
460 million people. All three scenarios in this shorter projection show 
an upward trending population, although the low- immigration scenario 

Figure 6– 4. US population projections to 2100 under three different immigration scenarios.

Source: Author’s projections using population projection tool developed by the Center for 
Immigration Studies, Washington, DC.
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is much gentler than the other two; this obscures the fact that reducing 
immigration levels would likely eventually stabilize America’s population. 
In the projections to 2100, on the other hand, it is clear that the low- 
immigration scenario is also a population stabilization scenario, while the 
two mass immigration scenarios commit the United States to continued 
rapid population increase. It is also clear that this increase will total hun-
dreds of millions more people within two or three generations. Reviewing 
population projections out to 2200, as shown in Figure 6– 6, makes these 
points even more forcefully.

Only when contemplating this last graph are we considering the demo-
graphic implications “seven generations out” of current US immigration 
policy. Doing so allows us to see how that policy could limit Americans’ 
environmental options down the road and doom any efforts to create a 
sustainable society. Only by not pondering these numbers can environ-
mentalists ignore immigration- driven population growth, or Congress 
seriously consider immigration reform bills that would increase our al-
ready record- high immigration levels.

Figure 6– 5. US population projections to 2050 under three different immigration scenarios.

Source: Author’s projections using population projection tool developed by the Center for 
Immigration Studies, Washington, DC.
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NECESSARY BUT NOT SUFFICIENT

In order to seriously address environmental problems at home and across 
the globe, we must stop US population growth. Of course, it’s possible to 
spin out scenarios in which America’s population doubles, triples, or qua-
druples and yet we still manage, through miracles of technological cre-
ativity or ethical self- sacrifice, to become ecologically sustainable. Perhaps 
we will begin building farms in high rises,23 colonize Mars, or discover the 
secret of perpetual motion. Perhaps Americans will start taking seriously 
Jesus’ advice about the unimportance of wealth and material possessions 
and focus instead on what is really important in life (“for where your trea-
sure is, there will your heart be also”; Matthew 6:21). Meanwhile, back on 
planet Earth, such scenarios are implausible. They are therefore morally 
suspect as a basis for action, or inaction.

Environmentalists often appear to assume an infinite elasticity in our 
ability to reduce environmentally harmful consumption. This might have 
made sense 30 years ago when our paradigm for such consumption was 
burning leaded gasoline or spraying deodorants that contained ozone- 
depleting chlorofluorocarbons. We could spend some money, remove 

Figure 6– 6. US population projections to 2200 under three different immigration scenarios.

Source: Author’s projections using population projection tool developed by the Center for 
Immigration Studies, Washington, DC.
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lead or chlorofluorocarbons from those particular products, and continue 
happily consuming, minus the negative environmental effects.

Today, as human beings cook the Earth and cause the sixth great ex-
tinction episode in our planet’s history, we measure environmentally 
harmful consumption in terms of our carbon footprints and the hectares 
of land necessary to sustain our consumption choices; land which then is 
not available as habitat for other species. Our personal impacts can and 
should be reduced, but because carbon emissions and basic resource use 
are implicated in almost all our consumption acts, they cannot be re-
duced to zero. As the cost of greener substitutes increases, the general 
public and then environmentalists themselves refuse to pay them. As we 
move beyond changing consumption patterns in ways that perhaps more 
efficiently provide the benefits people want, and instead ask them to re-
duce their consumption of goods and services, sustainability becomes a 
much harder sell. Even environmentalists tend to fade to a lighter shade 
of green when consuming less would seriously harm what we consider 
our quality of life.

Consider your humble author. I bicycle to work every day. My wife and 
I have spent many thousands of dollars retrofitting our house with solar 
panels and a super efficient heating system. I buy organic food and try to 
support local farms. I mostly recreate close to home in ways that are easy 
on the land and I am teaching my children to do likewise. Still, I drive a 
car when that is necessary or convenient. I eat a fairly conventional diet. 
I occasionally fly on airplanes to visit relatives or attend scholarly confer-
ences. I would definitely be willing to do without some amenities in order 
to help create a sustainable society. Still, there are limits to what I will sac-
rifice, and I suspect that long before I reach mine, my fellow citizens will 
have reached theirs.

In other words, I can imagine Americans living and consuming at the 
lower levels of Western European or Japanese citizens. I see this as a goal 
worth working for politically. I cannot imagine Americans (or Western 
Europeans or Japanese) voluntarily living and consuming at the level of 
the average citizen of Nigeria or Bangladesh. Barring universal enlight-
enment or dire catastrophe, these are not live political options, regardless 
of whether a few thousand or even a few million hard- core environmen-
talists succeed in creating ultra- low consumption lifestyles in the midst of 
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our high consumption culture. Nevertheless, it is urgent that the United 
States move toward creating a sustainable society now.

By itself population stabilization will not guarantee sustainability. But 
it would make it possible. The other necessary pieces of the puzzle are 
limiting excessive per capita consumption and reducing pollution and re-
source use through technological improvements (rather than using these 
improvements to facilitate greater consumption or larger populations). 
Together these efforts make up a sensible environmentalism. Without all 
three, however, we are setting ourselves up to fail. On the fiftieth Earth 
Day as on the first one, any environmental cause is a lost cause in the con-
text of an endlessly growing population. The next chapter discusses how 
American environmentalists came to forget this key truth.
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 ENVIRONMENTALISTS’ RETREAT  

 FROM DEMOGRAPHY

Several years ago, demographer Leon Bouvier calculated what the popu-
lation of the United States would have been in 2000 if immigration had 
ceased in 1950. He came up with a figure of 232 million people, 50 mil-
lion fewer than the eventual 2000 census count of 282 million.1 Table 7– 1 
summarizes his results.

Reviewing the column marked “Immigration’s Share of Growth,” you 
can see that the initial impact of immigration on population growth is 
relatively slight. But that impact increases over time, for three reasons.

First, each year adds new immigrants, some of whom have children. 
Eventually those children have children. Immigration thus has a built- in 
“multiplier effect.” Three million new citizens in the 1950s has meant ten 
to twelve million additional citizens two generations later. Second, start-
ing in the late 1950s, Americans began to have smaller families. While 
the average American woman had 3.5 children in the mid- 1950s, the total 
fertility rate declined to 1.7 children per woman by the mid- 1970s (it has 
since risen to 2.05, in large part due to the higher average fertility rates of 
immigrants). With native births contributing less to population growth, 
immigration’s relative share rose.

Third and most important, there has been a huge increase in immi-
gration, both legal and illegal. In 1965 and several times since then, Con-
gress passed legislation that increased legal immigration from 300,000 
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per year to today’s 1.1 million. Legal immigrants living in the United 
States increased from 9 million in 1960 to 42 million in 2012— the most 
in our history and by far the highest number in the world. Meanwhile, 
half a dozen Congressional amnesties added 6 million new citizens to 
the United States and served as a powerful magnet for further illegal im-
migration, as the undocumented resident population ballooned from 1.5 
million in 1960 to roughly 12 million today. Currently 1.3 to 1.5 million 
new immigrants settle in the United States each year.

Lower immigration scenarios were certainly possible in the United 
States in the second half of the twentieth century. Other Western democ-
racies that followed such a path, such as Italy and Germany, largely sta-
bilized their populations by the end of the century. I once amused myself 
by writing an imaginary news article reporting the results from the 2000 
US Census in such an alternative reality:

US Population Soon to Stabilize

February 27, 2002, Washington, DC (AP)— The United States population 
now stands at 240 million, the US Census Bureau reported today. Ameri-
cans’ numbers grew by 5 million during the 1990s, 4 million less than dur-
ing the preceding decade. If current trends continue, the US population will 
reach its maximum size during the next ten to fifteen years, at around 244 
million, and gradually decline over the next few decades.

Table 7– 1 Population of the United States 1950– 2000, with and without immigration, in 
millions.

Actual 
population

Actual 
growth

Population 
with no 
immigration

Growth  
with no  
immigration

Immigration’s  
share of growth  
(% of growth)

1950 152 . . . 152 . . . . . . 
1960 181 14.7 176 11.6 3.1 (21.2%)
1970 205 10.7 193 6.9 3.8 (35.8%)
1980 228 11.8 206 6.0 5.7 (48.75)
1990 249 10.4 219 6.7 3.7 (35.5%)
2000 275 11.8 232 5.7 6.1 (51.5%)
Total . . . 122.9 . . . 79.9 43.0 (35.0%)

Source: Leon Bouvier, “The Impact of Immigration on United States’ Population Size: 1950– 
2050,” table 1.
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President Gore welcomed the news, stating that a smaller population 
would help the United States meet its goals for reducing greenhouse gas emis-
sions. “Global warming is the moral challenge of our generation,” said the 
President. “This will help us meet that challenge.” When asked whether he 
would encourage his daughters to have fewer children than the four he and 
Tipper had, the President laughed and said: “I think that would be a good 
idea.”

But stock prices closed sharply down on the news and business spokes-
men reacted negatively. CEO Hal I. McGreedy said the population slowdown 
would make Walmart’s growth targets for the coming years harder to reach. 
The head of the US Chamber of Commerce called for increased immigration 
and new tax breaks to encourage Americans to have more children. He also 
urged Congress to study the possibility of annexing Mexico.

Environmental leaders universally welcomed the news. Said Sierra Club 
Executive Director Carl Pope, “It remains as true today as it was in 1970: 
any environmental cause is a lost cause without population control.” Audu-
bon Society President John Flicker added, “Habitat loss is by far the number 
one cause of species endangerment. More people equal fewer birds. It’s just 
that simple.”

Alas, such articles never got written. This was the good news that never 
came. Instead, as the US population grew, American environmentalists 
sat through repeated presentations for the next dam, subdivision, or road- 
widening, and toward the start of each presentation we watched in silence 
and swallowed the projections: US Census Bureau projections of popula-
tion increases for our town, region, or state over the next twenty or thirty 
years, invariably used to justify the new development proposals being 
considered.2 This was the bad news. Often the proposals we environmen-
talists opposed were successful (more bad news). Because after all, more 
people do need more water, houses, and roads, all else being equal.

Now imagine if environmentalists had been the ones introducing the 
population projections, and that they had showed a rapidly stabilizing US 
population. How many of those bad projects would have been defeated, 
or never even brought up for consideration? How much of our own intel-
lectual energy would have been freed up to imagine and implement good 
projects, rather than just react to bad ones?

I’m afraid that the past few decades have taught American environ-
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mentalists how to be noble losers. Too often our best hope has been to 
slow the destruction and help nature unravel a little more gradually.3 En-
vironmentalists have identified the large- scale ecological problems facing 
humanity and chipped away at them around the edges. But we have failed 
to address these challenges comprehensively, much less solve them. The 
United States has tens of millions fewer acres of farmland and wild-
life habitat than we did forty years ago at the start of the environmental 
movement. We generate over a trillion pounds more greenhouse gases 
per year than we did twenty- five years ago, when Americans were first 
widely alerted to the dangers of global warming.4

All this might have been quite different under a different demographic 
scenario; we will never know for sure. Instead, the United States chose 
continued population growth. Or rather, American citizens chose to sta-
bilize our population by having fewer children, while American politi-
cians overruled that choice and voted for more population growth via a 
greatly expanded immigration policy. Successive legislative measures that 
drastically increased immigration numbers after 1965 were presented ini-
tially as a means to create a racially fairer immigration system, and later 
as part of larger efforts designed to decrease illegal immigration (neither 
of which they accomplished). Ordinary Americans during this time never 
asked for continued population growth, regardless of what the business 
and political elites might have desired.

Today, having recorded four decades of sub- replacement level fer-
tility rates for native- born citizens, we can confidently say that current 
US population growth is largely driven by immigration. (This fact is typi-
cally obscured because discussions of future population growth tend to 
start from the present and attribute recent immigration- driven popu-
lation growth to native fertility. “Present” population momentum is di-
vorced from immigration, but of course that momentum would not exist, 
or would be less, if recent immigration rates had been lower.) Figure 7– 1 
illustrates the role immigration will play in future population growth, 
with population projections to 2100 under zero annual net migration and 
four other immigration scenarios.

At zero annual net migration, the US population levels off around 2050 
and then decreases to a little over 340 million people by 2100. Each addi-
tional half million in annual immigration will instead add an additional 
72 million people to America’s population by 2100. Continuing current 
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annual immigration levels of 1.1 million legal immigrants and several 
hundred thousand illegal immigrants (periodically legalized and in any 
case contributing children to the general population) will add hundreds 
of millions more people by the end of the century. Just as important, 
under any demographic scenario of continued mass immigration, the US 
population will still be growing rapidly in 2100 with no end in sight.

Immigration policy will thus determine whether America’s population 
stabilizes or continues to grow during the current century, helping deter-
mine what the next several generations of American environmentalists 
will be able to accomplish. Problems like limiting greenhouse gas emis-
sions or stopping habitat loss look very different depending on whether 
or not our population is growing, as we saw in the previous chapter. 
Whether American environmentalism will be pessimistic and reactive, 
or optimistic and agenda- setting in the coming decades also depends on 
underlying demographic realities. We seem unlikely to achieve our high-
est ambitions, such as restoring significant water flows to the lower Colo-
rado River, in the context of a rapidly growing population.

Fortunately, America’s demographic future is largely up to us, its citi-
zens. With a current fertility rate slightly below replacement level, the 

Figure 7– 1. US population projections to 2100 under five different immigration scenarios.

Source: Author’s projections using population projection tool developed by the Center for 
Immigration Studies, Washington, DC.
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United States can achieve a stable population gradually, without coer-
cion and without compromising our values or endangering important 
national interests. Furthermore, because almost half of all US births are 
unplanned or involve young single mothers, increased funding and better 
family planning services could well drive fertility rates even lower and 
allow us to gradually reduce our population, as part of an overall com-
mitment to sustainability.

Many other countries do not have such a smooth path to population 
stabilization. Many developing nations have large juvenile age cohorts 
that will have to be digested (like our own baby boom had to be) before 
their populations can level off; some countries, particularly in Africa and 
the Middle East, labor under patriarchal cultural values that undermine 
family planning efforts.5 Thankfully the United States does not have these 
problems. We have swallowed our baby boom and in recent decades, eco-
nomic opportunities for women have increased markedly and relations 
between the sexes have become more egalitarian. Meanwhile after Roe v. 
Wade, American citizens are largely free to choose when and whether 
to have children (although barriers to free reproductive choice remain 
unacceptably high in some states). We have the opportunity to stabilize 
our population relatively quickly and easily. That is good news if we are 
serious about creating a sustainable society in the United States! Sadly, 
we have not taken advantage of this opportunity. To understand why, 
we must consider the conflicted history of the American environmental 
movement concerning population matters.

FROM EARLY CONCERN TO CURRENT SILENCE

US environmentalists’ shunning of population issues is a relatively re-
cent phenomenon. In the 1960s and 1970s, proponents saw US popula-
tion stabilization as a key part of a complete environmentalism. Many of 
the founders of the environmental movement were biologists, who then 
as now tended to explain biological phenomena in terms of competition 
for finite resources. Wildlife biologists spoke of the “carrying capacity” of 
a given piece of land, meaning the number of elk or grouse that it could 
support given available resources such as food, cover, or nesting sites. It 
was natural for these writers to think of people as potentially pushing be-
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yond nature’s human carrying capacity and thus causing environmental 
problems. In addition, many of these scientists- turned- advocates were 
field biologists, intimately acquainted with wild nature. Love for the wild 
led many of them to question the justice of human over- appropriation 
of the habitat and resources that other species needed for their survival. 
Aldo Leopold, for example, wrote in A Sand County Almanac that a true 
“land ethic” must affirm every other species’ “right to continued exis-
tence, and, at least in spots, their continued existence in a natural state.”

The best- selling environmental tract of the 1960s was Paul Ehrlich’s 
The Population Bomb, published in 1968. Ehrlich, an avian biologist at 
Stanford, had been encouraged to write the book by Sierra Club executive 
director David Brower. Environmental issues were its central focus, along 
with a concern with whether humanity would have adequate resources to 
feed a growing world population.

In Ehrlich’s view, humanity’s rapidly expanding numbers were at the 
root of our ever- increasing demands on the biosphere. These demands 
drove increased consumption and pollution that were likely to harm both 
future generations of people and many other species that competed for 
the same resources. Ehrlich and John Holdren (subsequently President 
Obama’s senior advisor for science and technology issues) popularized a 
standard formula for considering human beings’ environmental impacts: 
I = P × A × T, where P equals population, A equals per capita consump-
tion or “affluence,” and T represents the technologies used to provide our 
goods and services. Increasing either a nation’s numbers or its affluence 
will tend to increase the human impact on the environment; increasing 
both intensifies that impact even more. Technological changes can help 
mitigate environmental impacts: witness catalytic converters, which have 
allowed the phasing out of leaded gasoline. But T (technology) cannot 
drive I (environmental impact) down to zero. Furthermore, technologi-
cal innovations often increase impacts, as new technologies generate new 
pollutants or create new ways for people to use energy (as with the surge 
in electronic home appliances since the 1960s). Ehrlich emphasized that 
technology cannot be our environmental savior, particularly since tech-
nological changes are not typically driven by sustainability concerns, but 
rather by human desires and the profit motive.6

The Population Bomb had an enormous impact. Many people first 
learned about environmental problems through the book, thus emphasiz-
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ing the connection between population stabilization and environmental 
protection. Paul Ehrlich appeared numerous times with Johnny Carson 
on the Tonight Show and became something of a celebrity. When the 
first Earth Day was held in 1970, many speakers around the country dis-
cussed the need for US population stabilization (this at a time when the 
US population stood at 208 million people, 112 million fewer than today).

In the late 1960s, Ehrlich and other environmentalists founded the 
group Zero Population Growth. ZPG’s main goal was to work for popula-
tion stabilization in the United States and around the world. As Roy Beck 
and Leon Kolankiewicz note in a study of the rise and fall of Americans’ 
concern for overpopulation, during its early years ZPG was committed 
to an inclusive US population stabilization policy. “In the 1970s,” Beck 
and Kolankiewicz write, “ZPG’s population policy recommendations 
covered every contribution to U.S. population growth. It included stands 
on contraceptives, sex education for teenagers, equality for women, abor-
tion, opposition to illegal immigration, and proposals to reduce legal im-
migration from about 400,000 a year to 150,000 a year by 1985 in order to 
reach zero population growth by 2008.”7 ZPG grew quickly and within a 
few years the group had hundreds of chapters on college campuses across 
the country.

Environmental groups in the 1960s and 1970s often took strong stands 
in favor of population stabilization. In 1969, for example, the board of di-
rectors of the Sierra Club “urged the people of the United States to aban-
don population growth as a pattern and goal; to commit themselves to 
limit the total population of the United States in order to achieve a bal-
ance between population and resources; and to achieve a stable popula-
tion no later than the year 1990.”8 In 1978, the Club’s board of directors 
urged the federal government to conduct a thorough examination of US 
immigration policies, their impact on US population trends, and how 
those trends affected the nation’s environmental resources. Explicitly re-
jecting the notion that population growth was solely a Third World prob-
lem, the board stated: “All regions of the world must reach a balance be-
tween their populations and resources.”9

Once again, in 1980, Sierra Club representatives argued for immigra-
tion reduction, this time before the US Select Committee on Immigra-
tion and Refugee Reform (popularly known as the Hesburgh Commit-
tee). “It is obvious,” they testified, “that the numbers of immigrants the 
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United States accepts affects our population size and growth rate. It is 
perhaps less well known the extent to which immigration policy, even 
more than the number of children per family, is the determinant of future 
numbers of Americans.” It is an “important question,” Club representa-
tives continued, “how many immigrants the United States wants to accept 
and the criteria we choose as the basis for answering that question.” And 
they stood up for an ecological criterion, stating, “Immigration to the U.S. 
should be no greater than that which will permit achievement of popula-
tion stabilization in the U.S.”10

*

How times have changed! Today American environmental groups are 
largely silent regarding US population growth. Of the five or six “majors” 
(the largest, most influential national environmental groups), most take 
no position on domestic population growth; it simply goes unmentioned. 
Several do have general statements regarding the need for US popula-
tion stabilization, but they do not detail their positions on what domes-
tic population policy should look like. This is in great contrast to energy 
policy, transportation policy, or natural lands management policy. Al-
though they are mostly headquartered in Washington, DC, and employ 
staff to lobby Congress, none of these groups lobby on behalf of domestic 
population stabilization.

Above all, environmental groups big or small almost never touch 
immigration issues. In 1996 the Sierra Club Board of Directors quietly 
moved to reverse club policy on immigration, passing a resolution stat-
ing: “The Sierra Club will take no position on the issue of immigration 
into the United States.” Around the same time, the group Zero Population 
Growth dropped most of its work on US population issues and altered its 
stated goal from “stopping” to “slowing” world population growth. ZPG 
also changed its name, one of the most vivid and well recognized among 
nonprofit advocacy groups, to the anodyne Population Connection (“PC” 
for short).11

When the US population crossed the 300 million mark in 2006, no 
major environmental group issued a statement expressing worry about 
this slide away from sustainability. In 2007, as Congress considered sup-
posedly “comprehensive” immigration reform legislation, environmen-
tal impacts were not among the issues addressed. None of the majors 
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weighed in on the competing proposals, although which one was actually 
enacted could have made a difference of hundreds of millions more or 
fewer Americans by the end of this century. In 2013, the Sierra Club and 
several smaller groups actually supported an immigration bill in the Sen-
ate that would have greatly increased annual immigration levels, describ-
ing it as an immigrants’ rights bill while carefully avoiding any mention 
of its demographic implications.12 Judging by media coverage in 2007 and 
2013, reporters and commentators on immigration reform apparently felt 
no need to consider this legislation’s impact on overall population num-
bers, or the impact of those numbers on the environment.

The reasons for this retreat from a concern with US population growth 
are complex and warrant further study. Key reasons for environmental-
ists’ retreat, according to Kolankiewicz and Beck, included declining fer-
tility among US citizens (leading many to conclude that “zero population 
growth” had been achieved), the heating up of anti- abortion politics, and 
a focus on women’s empowerment rather than on limiting births at the 
international level, which in turn affected domestic efforts.13 This last de-
velopment made any talk of population control anathema, and any sug-
gestion that women should have fewer children appear an intolerable 
interference with their right to have as many children as they wanted.14

Most important in this retreat, I believe, was the simple fact that immi-
gration had replaced native fertility as the main factor driving US popu-
lation growth. Immigration policy in the US links up with racial issues in 
ways that make progressives uncomfortable. As Kolankiewicz and Beck 
write, during the 1970s, “at the same time that American fertility declines 
were beginning to put population stabilization within reach, immigra-
tion was rising rapidly to three or four times traditional [pre- 1965] levels. 
During the first decade [after these trends began] some groups directly 
advocated that immigration numbers be set at a level consistent with 
U.S. environmental needs.” But over the next few decades that advocacy 
ceased. According to Kolankiewicz and Beck, environmentalists began 
to worry “that immigration reduction would alienate progressive allies 
and be seen as racially insensitive.” Today, they write, “some environ-
mental leaders express fear that if they are perceived as anti- immigrant, 
a backlash against environmentalists could develop among immigrants 
and their US- born descendants.”15 Given current demographic trends, 
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these leaders worry that their groups will lose members and influence 
over time, if newly numerous groups think of them as bigoted or uncon-
cerned with their interests.

Long- time Sierra Club executive director Carl Pope had lobbied in the 
1970s for reducing immigration into the United States. But in 1998 when 
members placed an initiative on the ballot to reinstate a commitment to 
immigration reduction, he led the charge against the initiative, which was 
defeated. Pope said that “he used to agree . . . that immigration should be 
cut for environmental reasons. But he changed his mind because he didn’t 
believe it possible to conduct a public discussion about immigration cuts 
without stirring up racial passions.” In a statement to the membership, 
Pope wrote:

While it is theoretically possible to have a non- racial debate about im-
migration, it is not practically possible for an open organization like the 
Sierra Club to do so . . . the desire for rational debate does not yield a ratio-
nal debate in the public arena of America today . . . [Recent history in Cali-
fornia has] caused me to change my view of whether it is possible for the 
Sierra Club to deal with the immigration issue in a way which would not 
implicate us in ethnic or racial polarization.16

Left unaddressed was whether environmentalists’ political goals could 
actually be achieved in a context of continued domestic population 
growth, or whether club members washing their hands of the issue would 
lead to a less racially charged discussion of immigration policy in the 
United States.

ENVIRONMENTALISTS’ OBJECTIONS  

TO ADDRESSING IMMIGRATION

In researching this book, I interviewed several dozen Sierra Club leaders 
active at the state and local levels, many of whom participated in the im-
migration debate in 1998 or in subsequent discussions. I also conducted 
additional interviews with environmentalists from several other organi-
zations. These interviews confirmed my initial sense that it is above all 
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the racial aspects of the debate that tend to drive environmentalists away 
from domestic population matters. Some of my interview subjects sup-
ported the Sierra Club’s retreat from immigration politics (these inter-
views were conducted before the Club’s recent re- entry into immigration 
debates in favor of more immigration), while others thought it had been 
a mistake. But almost all of them exhibited some degree of discomfort 
with the issue.

“The debate gets so cantankerous and aggressive,” noted one Club 
activist.17 “It became very ugly,” remembered another, about the 1998 dis-
cussions, “and I’m a social worker! I’m about as far from a racist as you 
can get. It was very uncomfortable and is not an area of my expertise.”18 
To call a person or their policy proposal “racist” is a sure conversation 
stopper in progressive political circles. Noted another participant: “A lot 
of times, these debates devolve into accusations of racism.” According 
to him, many people simply opted out of the 1998 debate because “they 
didn’t want to deal with the possibility of being called racists.”19

Another concern that I often heard invoked in my interviews was the 
apparent selfishness of limiting immigration. One long- time Club activ-
ist, who stated that “we ought to be rigorous in enforcing our immigra-
tion laws that restrict immigration,” nevertheless remarked: “The fact that 
I was fortunate enough, I believe, to have been born on the north side 
[of the US/Mexico border, and] other people were unfortunate enough 
to have been born on the south side, strikes me as unfair, just a stroke of 
luck.”20 Another said, “My great- grandparents and a grandmother were 
immigrants and I feel hypocritical saying to other people, ‘you shouldn’t 
be here.’” 21

Some interviewees who voiced these concerns nevertheless believed 
that American environmentalists still had to press on and take a stand 
for reducing immigration. They felt that population growth was too im-
portant and too powerful in undermining key environmental goals not 
to do so. Others, however, as orthodox progressives, simply could not 
accept the idea of limiting opportunities for poor people trying to better 
their lot. Some argued directly on this basis for an expansive immigra-
tion policy, while others took refuge in the position that environmental-
ists should steer clear of advocating any particular immigration policies.

These worries regarding racism and selfishness are important ones, 
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which I propose to treat at length in chapter 10 (“Objections”), focused 
specifically on the moral objections to limiting immigration. Progressives 
are right that a fair and racially impartial immigration policy is absolutely 
essential; however, I think that is most likely to be achieved through free 
and open debate. Avoiding the issue won’t help, and in fact represents 
an abdication of our responsibility as citizens. I believe Americans can 
craft an immigration policy that is fair to all concerned, but not one that 
will make everyone happy, because a commitment to fairness does not 
magically nullify limits to growth or banish hard choices regarding how 
to divide up limited resources. In the end, I argue that a reasonable re-
duction in immigration can be accomplished in ways that are fair toward 
would- be immigrants, while excessive immigration represents an injus-
tice toward poorer Americans, toward other species, and toward future 
generations here and abroad.

For now, though, let’s return to the interviews I conducted with en-
vironmentalists and consider some specifically environmental reasons 
that my respondents gave for supporting or at least tolerating continued 
high levels of immigration into the United States. Because these counter- 
arguments recur regularly in discussions about whether or not to limit 
immigration for environmental reasons, they deserve our attention.

ConsUmPTion, noT PoPULaTion

One commonly heard argument says that we should focus on excessive 
consumption, not overpopulation, as the root cause of our environmental 
problems. As Michael Kellett, the executive director of the small, scrappy 
group RESTORE: The North Woods put it in an interview, “Obviously, 
population has an impact” on the environment: the more people, the 
greater the impact. “But it is not really population per se, it’s wasteful and 
exorbitant use of natural resources.” Kellett, whose work focuses on pro-
tecting forests in Maine, noted that a lot of trees harvested in the north-
eastern United States “go to make catalogues” that flood people’s mail-
boxes. “It’s just waste,” he said, “that has nothing to do with population, 
really.”22

I heard such arguments repeatedly in my interviews, coupled with the 
suggestion that environmentalists redouble our efforts to get Americans 
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to cut their consumption of goods and services. These arguments are ap-
pealing because they seem to put the responsibility for change where it 
belongs, not on poor immigrants but on average Americans, who in fact 
do consume too much, and who in many cases could consume less with-
out harming their quality of life. But as we saw in the previous chapter, 
it is Americans’ overall consumption that determines our environmental 
impact. Overall consumption equals per capita consumption multiplied 
by population. So if high consumption levels are a problem, then popula-
tion growth must necessarily be one, too.23 Just because we need to con-
sume less does not mean that more people will not consume more. In 
fact, we know that more people will consume more, all else being equal.

In a variation on this theme, it is sometimes asserted that immigrants, 
or recent immigrants, consume less than the average American. One 
problem with this argument is that there are apparently no good figures 
comparing immigrants’ and native- born Americans’ consumption pat-
terns. But the main problem is that it focuses on a moment in time, rather 
than thinking through the full, long- term effects of immigration- driven 
population growth.

Immigrants’ lower consumption levels, if they exist, are presumably 
a function of their relative poverty. Indeed, immigrant doctors and soft-
ware engineers who can afford to buy big houses and fancy cars tend 
to do so, just like wealthy native- born Americans. However, immigrants 
are not coming to America to live in poverty, but rather to consume like 
Americans: to achieve “the American dream” and pass greater oppor-
tunities on to their children and grandchildren. Two million more im-
migrants this year may mean ten million more Americans one hundred 
years from now, and if history is any guide, those ten million Americans 
will live pretty much like other Americans. The descendants of last cen-
tury’s Jewish and Italian immigrants do not consume less than the aver-
age American today; there is no obvious reason to think that the descen-
dants of today’s Mexican and Chinese immigrants will consume less than 
the average American one hundred years from now.

The key point is that if American consumption levels are too high, 
the problem is only made worse by population growth. Since both over-
population and overconsumption drive our environmental problems and 
since neither of these problems appears likely to solve itself, focusing ex-
clusively on one or the other dooms our efforts to failure.
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gLoBaL, noT naTionaL

Another argument made by many American environmentalists is that 
overpopulation is important, but it is a global rather than a national issue, 
that can be solved only through international action. The world’s popu-
lation increased by about 83 million people in 2010 and 95% of that in-
crease occurred in the developing world.24 Rather than cutting immigra-
tion to keep our own population from growing, they argue, we should 
fund family planning programs overseas. We should advocate for more 
education for girls and increased rights and economic opportunities for 
women— steps that have proven successful in driving down fertility rates 
in many countries around the globe. If we do these things, we will act 
humanely and help both poor people and the environment.

Before analyzing this argument, we should pause for a moment to ap-
preciate its oddity. No one argues: “Deforestation is a global problem, 
therefore we should not worry about deforestation in our own country, 
or on the local landscape.” Or: “Species loss is a global problem, therefore 
we should fund species protection efforts everywhere but where we live.” 
On the contrary, those who care about deforestation or species extinction 
often work especially hard to prevent them in the places they know best 
and are applauded for doing so. Besides, “global” efforts to halt deforesta-
tion and species loss are largely a summing up of local and national efforts 
focused on particular forests and species. This is how environmentalism 
works, when it works. Advocates for an exclusively global approach to 
overpopulation owe us an explanation for why this one issue should, or 
could, play out differently, while still leading to environmentally accept-
able results.

Comforting as it is, the globalist argument fails, partly because it mis-
characterizes overpopulation, which in fact can occur at various scales. 
It makes sense to say: “The world is overpopulated: we do not know 
whether essential global ecosystem services can be sustained at these 
numbers over the long haul.” But it also makes sense to say: “Tokyo is 
overpopulated: its sidewalks, streets, and trains are so crowded that there 
is no room to move.” Or: “Nigeria is overpopulated: its population is so 
large and growing so fast that it has trouble providing jobs for its young 
adults, or building sufficient water and sewer facilities for its cities.” And 
just as Tokyo’s citizens may try to alleviate local air pollution and Nige-
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ria’s citizens may try to protect their remnant forests, so they may try to 
address local or national overpopulation. After all, they will have to live 
directly with their failure to do so and they cannot wait for the world to 
solve all its problems before they act to solve their own.

Returning to the United States, the third most populous country in the 
world, a strong case can be made that we are overpopulated right now. 
Signs of stressed ecosystems and lost biodiversity abound. Certainly we 
have not yet found a way to bring air and water pollution within limits 
acceptable to human health. Nor have we stemmed the loss of produc-
tive farmlands and wildlife habitat. Nor have we succeeded in shrinking 
the dead zone at the mouth of the Mississippi River, now the size of New 
Jersey and growing. Nor have we recovered more than a handful of the 
many hundreds of species we have endangered. And as we will see when 
considering global climate change in the next chapter, a large and grow-
ing population also makes it much harder for Americans to live up to our 
environmental responsibilities as global citizens. It is hard to reduce your 
global ecological footprint with ever more feet.25

Let me be clear: I believe advocates for international action are cor-
rect that wealthy countries should help poor countries stabilize or reduce 
their populations, provided the citizens of those countries want to do so. 
Rapid population growth remains a terrible problem in many developing 
countries. Increasing financial and logistical support for family planning 
is an effective form of foreign aid that can bring great environmental and 
social benefits to poor people around the world.

However, “think globally, don’t act locally” is terrible advice, and hypo-
critical to boot. Americans do have significant international environmen-
tal obligations, but our primary responsibility (and best opportunity to 
actually meet our international obligations) is to create a sustainable so-
ciety right here in the United States. In any case, it is possible and nec-
essary to work on multiple levels at once. We can make more generous 
contributions to the United Nations Population Fund and cut back on US 
immigration levels and limit local building permits. Successful efforts at 
one level and in one place strengthen efforts at other levels and in other 
places. Failures at one level or in one place undermine efforts at other 
levels and in other places.26 Meanwhile population growth is a problem 
in America right now. If you live in the United States, the chances are 
good that your community is threatened by environmentally damaging 
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development that is being caused (or justified, in the planning stages) by 
population growth.

immigraTion JUsT moves PeoPLe aroUnD

In a third argument, some environmentalists assert that immigration 
“just moves people around,” so it is, or may be, environmentally neutral. 
As a reader of an early paper I wrote on this topic commented, “Efforts 
to reduce overpopulation in New York or the United States do not help 
alleviate overpopulation worldwide, because people who aren’t let in have 
to go someplace else.” Added another reader, “Ecological damage may be 
worse if people remain in their home countries rather than immigrat-
ing to the US. Immigration restrictions seem to privilege the USA’s wild 
places over other, perhaps more biodiverse, places around the world.”

Now, I have to plead guilty to a special concern for America’s wildlife 
and wildlands. But I do not apologize for it. Environmentalism neces-
sarily involves love, connection, and efforts to protect particular places. 
Progressives should think long and hard before advocating anything that 
weakens this local focus, because a passionate connection to places that 
are near and dear to us is how environmentalism works, in Boston or Bei-
jing. This does not involve believing American (or Chinese) landscapes 
are more intrinsically valuable than others, but acting as if they are the 
most important landscapes in the world and using our most accessible 
political levers to protect them. Again and again, my interviews with envi-
ronmental leaders confirmed the importance of local environmental con-
nections in motivating their activism. For all these people’s sophisticated 
understanding of national and international environmental policy issues, 
for all their efforts to think globally, a personal connection to nature typi-
cally emerged as the basis for their activism. And such personal connec-
tion is almost always particular and local.

However, cosmopolitan readers who reject my parochial concern for 
American landscapes should still support proposals to reduce immigra-
tion into the United States, since doing so would also benefit the rest of 
the world.27 This is because moving people to America, far from being en-
vironmentally neutral, greatly increases overall global resource consump-
tion, pollution, and habitat loss. This in turn threatens to compromise the 
already- stressed global ecosystem services that all people depend upon, 
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with the world’s poorest people facing the greatest danger from possible 
ecological failures.

Consider Table 7– 2, comparing the average American’s “ecological 
footprint” with the averages from our ten largest immigration source 
countries.

On average, immigrating from nine of these ten countries greatly in-
creases an individual’s ecological footprint and the ecological footprints 
of his or her descendants. In the case of Mexico, which accounts for 
nearly a third of all immigration into America, immigration increases 
individuals’ consumption and pollution by about 200%. These tens of 
millions of people use a lot more water, a lot more fossil fuels, and a lot 
more other resources than they would have had they stayed in their coun-
tries of origin. There might be cases where immigrants consume more 
but do less ecological damage than they would have had they remained at 
home (slash- and- burn agriculturalists inhabiting biologically rich forests, 
perhaps) but if such cases exist, ecological footprint calculations strongly 
suggest that they are the exceptions. More Americans is bad news for 
America’s native flora and fauna. But given global climate change it is 
also bad news for poor people living in the Sahel or in the Bhramaputra 

Table 7– 2 Average ecological footprint of citizens of the United States and its ten largest 
immigration source countries, in global hectares per person.

% of US 
immigrants, 
2000– 2010

Cropland and 
grazing land 
footprint

Forest use 
footprint

Carbon 
footprint

Total 
ecological 
footprint

United States . . . 1.22 1.09 5.57 8.0
Mexico 29.3 1.03 0.19 1.18 2.6
China and Taiwan 5.4 0.64 0.15 1.21 2.2
India 4.5 0.39 0.12 0.33 0.9
The Philippines 4.4 0.50 0.09 0.32 1.3
Vietnam 3.1 0.53 0.17 0.45 1.4
El Salvador 3.0 0.77 0.41 0.64 2.0
Cuba 2.8 0.77 0.11 0.76 1.9
South Korea 2.6 0.83 0.26 3.17 4.9
Dominican Republic 2.2 0.55 0.11 0.72 1.5
Guatemala 2.1 0.55 0.56 0.49 1.8

Source: Demographic information from Steven Camarota, “A Record- Setting Decade of Immigra- 
tion: 2000– 2010,” table 7; footprint calculations from Global Footprint Network, “National Foot- 
print Accounts.” Note that several more categories are included in calculating total ecological 
footprints, so rows in the table do not add up.
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Delta. Given declining ocean fish stocks it is bad news for Indonesians, 
Vietnamese, or Filipinos, whose limited protein intake is heavily depen-
dent on ocean fish. Every nation on Earth would benefit ecologically from 
a smaller US population.

If emigration helped America’s source countries get their own demo-
graphic houses in order, or opened up an ecological space that they used 
to create more sustainable or just societies, a case might be made for con-
tinuing to allow mass immigration into the United States. But it isn’t. In-
stead, America’s permissive immigration policies appear to enable demo-
graphic and ecological irresponsibility and continuing social injustice in 
these countries. As an example, consider Guatemala, where currently 
about 10% of the adult population lives and works in the United States 
and a recent poll showed that a majority of young Guatemalans hope to 
do so in the future. Guatemalan women’s fertility rates averaged 4.15 chil-
dren between 2005 and 2010, driving an annual population growth rate 
of 2.5% per year.28 The Guatemalan government outlaws abortion except 
when a mother’s life is at risk and does little to encourage contraception. 
Guatemala has high deforestation rates and an unjust, highly inequitable 
distribution of wealth. But there is little effort to change any of this, per-
haps because the negative effects of local overpopulation are lessened 
through immigration and counterbalanced, for many individuals, by the 
positive incentives of having more remittances from family members in 
the United States.

Similar remarks hold true for Mexico, where corruption and gross eco-
nomic inequality greatly limit many people’s hopes for building a decent 
life. Mexico’s ruling elites have resisted more fairly sharing their country’s 
wealth, preferring instead to send their fellow countrymen and country-
women north.29 The many millions of industrious, hard- working Mexi-
cans who fled to the United States over the past four decades could have 
been powerful advocates for justice and fairness within Mexico. Instead of 
picking lettuce, cutting lawns, and making beds in America, these strivers 
might have fought for opportunities and rewards within their own coun-
try. They could have helped to make it a better place: one where wealthy 
Mexicans treated their fellow citizens with dignity and respect, and where 
fewer inhabitants wanted to leave. I am not saying such reforms would 
have been easy or assured, and we’ll never know what might have been, 
because for so many people it was easier to leave. Numerous individual 
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Mexicans benefited by abandoning their country, but it seems likely that 
Mexico as a whole was harmed.

A final rebuttal to the argument that immigration is environmentally 
neutral is that in many cases “just moving people around” appears to in-
crease overall population growth. The clearest example again involves 
Mexico, whose government, starting in the 1980s, instituted relatively 
effective family planning programs that significantly reduced birthrates. 
The average number of children born to Mexican women decreased from 
more than five in the 1950s to 2.4 children today.30 Surprisingly though, 
mass immigration has helped undermine this achievement: studies have 
found that Mexican immigrants in the United States have averaged 3.5 
children per woman in recent years, much higher than in their home coun-
try.31 Perhaps immigrants’ greater wealth in the United States releases 
them from economic constraints that are helping bring down fertility 
rates in Mexico. Whatever the explanation, in this case, which covers al-
most one- third of all immigration into the United States, mass immigra-
tion greatly increases both per capita consumption and the total number 
of persons in North America as a whole.

In the end, we cannot really decouple global population and environ-
mental issues from exclusively American ones. They are interconnected 
and American citizens have responsibilities regarding both. The question 
is how to understand the linkages between the two and how to best re-
spond to all our responsibilities. My contention is that current US im-
migration policies are bad both for the United States and for the world 
as a whole. Whether we are thinking as inhabitants of our local towns or 
watersheds, as patriotic eco- nationalists, or as cosmopolitan citizens of 
the world, more Americans is an environmental disaster.

effiCienCy, noT PoPULaTion

A final environmental argument against reducing mass immigration is 
that with greater efficiency in energy use, resource use, and land use, the 
United States could accommodate further population growth and still 
improve our environmental stewardship. Readers who are active envi-
ronmentalists probably will have heard versions of this argument in other 
contexts. “We do not need to cut back on farm, industrial, or residential 
water use; instead, better irrigation practices, more efficient management, 
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and innovative water sharing agreements will allow us to increase all these 
uses, at least for now.” “We do not need to drive less or use fewer electric 
appliances to curb global climate change; instead, more fuel- efficient cars 
and smarter appliances will allow us to decrease emissions even as our 
consumption of goods and services increases.” Perhaps the highest de-
velopment of this approach is found in the books of the New York Times’ 
Thomas Friedman, who can rhapsodize for many pages over smart appli-
ances, smart resource management, and various other technological and 
managerial innovations, but who has never, to my knowledge, stopped to 
ask whether it is smart to keep increasing human numbers and per capita 
resource demands while trusting to new technologies and organizational 
improvements to keep our ever- more- complex life- support systems hum-
ming smoothly.

The appeal of this approach is no mystery. It allows people to display 
environmental concern while continuing to overconsume or maximize 
profits. In place of hard choices among various resource users, it prom-
ises “win/win solutions” that improve everyone’s well- being, while pat-
ting us all on the back for being so clever. When I asked Gary Lindstrom, 
a Sierra Club member and former county commissioner in rural Colo-
rado, whether the United States could continue to grow economically and 
demographically and still create a sustainable society, he responded with 
an emphatic: “Yes! And the way we do that is we become more creative, 
more innovative.” “The amount of knowledge we have is growing by leaps 
and bounds,” he told me. “We’ll have cars that get one thousand miles to 
the gallon. Technology is going to be our savior.”32 Optimism is an attrac-
tive trait, but taken too far it shades over into irresponsibility.

While Friedman and Lindstrom seem to advocate efficiency and better 
management in order to prop up the pro- growth status quo, including 
high levels of consumption, other environmentalists whom I interviewed 
expressed disdain for American consumerism and made this an integral 
part of their arguments for continued mass immigration.33 Americans 
consume so much, they argued, that there is room to cut back and ac-
commodate more people, while still reducing overall consumption and 
keeping everything within sustainable limits. Progressives who make this 
sort of efficiency argument, not to justify continued high levels of con-
sumption but to accommodate poor people from other countries, per-
haps strike a higher moral tone.
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Here, though, a little realism is in order, whether we are cornucopi-
ans or moralists. It is unlikely that environmentalists can convince our 
fellow Americans to cut back drastically on their consumption for any 
reason, much less in order to cram tens of millions more foreigners into 
the United States (incremental decreases in consumption for clear and 
specific benefits are another matter). We also need to acknowledge that 
it is working- class Americans, not “the one percent,” whose incomes are 
being reduced by mass immigration. In this way high immigration levels 
cut consumption by the poor while increasing consumption by the rich, 
who as we saw earlier benefit the most from reduced costs for goods and 
services. These are hardly the kind of consumption changes sought by 
most progressives. Realistically, too, there is great uncertainty about what 
levels of population and consumption really are sustainable over the long 
term. As already noted, some scientists who have looked into these mat-
ters believe we are much too populous and consume and pollute far too 
much already for our own safety.34

Finally, we need to recognize the way efficiency improvements tend 
to be swallowed up by growth, leaving environmentalists empty- handed 
and other species simply out of luck. River conservationist Tim Palmer 
recently discussed an example from his own career in California that is 
worth considering.

“After thousands of dams had been built through the 1960s, people 
began to realize the tremendous detrimental effects on rivers, fish, and 
whole landscapes, and a movement grew to protect the best rivers that 
remained,” Palmer writes:

A powerful political alliance was driven away from the old pork barrel 
politics and spending on dams. The demand for water was still enormous 
and expanding with no end in sight, but rather than make more water 
available via new dams or take it from other people, a strategy was pursued 
to make improved use of the water we already had. These efficiency efforts 
paid off and use of water, per capita, declined by 20 percent nationally be-
tween 1980 and 1995. In California, per capita use was halved over 40 years.

But here’s the catch: population growth has rendered the savings al-
most meaningless. In the same fifteen- year period, the national popula-
tion increased by 16 percent, and in California’s last 40 years the popu-
lation nearly doubled. Water shortages have increased and they require 
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unpopular adjustments by farmers and consumers, while still spelling ruin 
to whole ecosystems from the Sacramento Delta to Apalachicola Bay.

Even though much of the low- hanging water- saving fruit has been 
picked, we can probably cut the current use in half once again. But by the 
time we do that the population is likely to double for a second time. With 
the numbers of people outstripping the amounts of water saved, we’ll be 
back in the same place where we started, except with less potential for fur-
ther conservation and with a lot more people waiting in line for water. In 
the end, we will not have protected wild rivers, spared endangered species, 
or saved public money as we had intended, but will have principally served 
to make more population growth possible. Then, the momentum to grow 
will be even greater. . . . The point here is that many people sought to do 
something good in conserving water, something of lasting value. But noth-
ing can truly be protected if the source of the threat continues to grow.35

Palmer is not arguing against efficiency improvements; he has pushed 
hard for them throughout a distinguished environmental career. His 
point is that efficiency improvements must be combined with limits to 
what we demand from nature if we hope to achieve real, lasting environ-
mental protection. By themselves they will not lead to sustainability, or 
a fair sharing of resources with other species. The story is similar when 
we turn from water use and river conservation to energy use and climate 
change, or land use and urban sprawl. Efficiency without an “enough” 
somewhere only facilitates more growth, uses up any margin of error, and 
locks in a belief in the possibility and goodness of perpetual growth. All 
this makes it harder, not easier, to create genuinely sustainable societies.

Efficiency arguments for continuing mass immigration into the United 
States are perhaps best seen as the progressive counterpart to conservative 
arguments for continuing to push for increased consumption, profits, and 
wealth under the endless growth economy. Progressives may feel more 
comfortable, or nobler, making the immigration argument, but they are 
just as unrealistic in their failure to confront limits to growth. Indeed, if 
climate change denial is the prime example of conservatives’ inability to 
confront limits, the denial of the environmental harms of immigration- 
driven population growth may be the prime example on the progressive 
side.36
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*

At this point, a caveat is in order. We do not want to overreact and imag-
ine population is the sole determinant of ecological sustainability; that 
would be just as mistaken as dismissing its importance altogether. Effec-
tive environmentalism must rein in consumption and population growth, 
in the fast- growing United States and in fast- growing developing nations. 
It must achieve efficiency improvements and set reasonable limits to 
demographic and economic growth. All this is a mighty tall order, but 
only such an inclusive strategy has any hope of achieving lasting success.

Working through the ecological objections considered above should 
confirm that we need an honest reckoning with limits if we hope to 
achieve progressive environmental goals.37 A lot of these objections— 
what the heck, let’s call them excuses— equivocate or try to finesse growth 
issues. That will not work. We need to accept limits to growth in order 
to create sustainable societies. And like charity, such acceptance begins 
at home.

Of course, Americans should do what we can to help other countries 
move toward sustainability and justice, whether that means increasing 
funds for green development projects, or shutting off the safety valve that 
allows political elites to postpone economic reforms. But I am convinced 
that our primary moral responsibility is to create a sustainable and just 
society right here in the United States. Not just because we have special 
responsibilities and opportunities to act in our own country (although we 
do), but because proper action at home is the main way we may further 
our responsibilities as global citizens. Perhaps most significant would be 
the powerful example of the world’s wealthiest nation rejecting the path 
of endless growth and embracing sustainability and economic fairness 
instead. Limiting immigration into the United States and stabilizing our 
population would send a powerful message around the world that the 
time to create just and sustainable societies is now.

Can We TaLk?

As we have seen, many environmentalists are leery of talking about im-
migration or about population matters more generally. I noted earlier 
Carl Pope’s view that the Sierra Club could not have a “non- racial de-
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bate” about immigration matters, or discuss them without furthering 
racial polarization. Weighing in on the controversy at the time, the head 
of ZPG, Peter Kostmayer, made a similar point. Speaking to members in 
West Virginia in 1998, Kostmayer answered a question about immigration 
this way: “Let me be frank. You are a wealthy, middle- class community, 
and if you concentrate on the issue of immigration as a way of controlling 
population, you won’t come off well. It just doesn’t work.”38

Pope and Kostmayer were no doubt correct, on one level. Anyone who 
argues for reducing immigration into the United States opens up himself 
or herself to charges of racism and selfishness. In the same way, anyone 
who argues for protecting wildlands throws himself open to the charge of 
being an elitist who cares more about animals than people. Anyone who 
argues for stronger environmental regulation of business or a more equi-
table distribution of wealth risks being called a “commie.” So be it. One 
hundred years ago even the most conservative labor leaders were often 
termed “reds,” while progressive reformers who took on the urban politi-
cal machines of their day were derisively labeled “goo- goos,” because they 
were proponents of good government.

In the past, environmentalists’ answer was not to throw in the towel 
in the face of such charges, but to redouble their efforts to end popula-
tion growth and protect the environment. To run from name- calling is 
to court irrelevance. Besides, there seems something pernicious in the 
assumption that certain policy debates are off- limits to American citi-
zens, simply because they cannot discuss them without accusations of 
racism, or worse, having the debate hijacked by actual racists. Such self- 
censorship hits at a core value of environmental groups, which are an 
integral part of contemporary American democracy. There can be little 
doubt that in the past racial concerns played an excessive role in Ameri-
can immigration debates. The right response to this would seem to be to 
consciously downplay the racial aspects of the topic and debate immi-
gration policies on their merits, including their ecological merits. I think 
public- spirited environmentalists and other progressives are fully capable 
of doing so (that’s why I wrote this book!). If we want to de- racialize dis-
cussions of immigration and not just wash our own hands of the issue, 
these are the very people we need to hear from.

Of course, debating immigration policy and overpopulation is conten-
tious and difficult. But that just confirms that getting to sustainability will 
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be difficult, a fact that serious environmentalists already knew. I think we 
need more discussion of such difficult issues, not less, because we have 
hard choices to make and because the path toward true sustainability is 
not fully clear. We need to find ways to promote justice and value racial 
diversity, while also respecting ecological limits. Hard work, no doubt, 
but it’s our work. Whether or not we are comfortable doing so, American 
environmentalists need to discuss immigration.



157

 eight
 DEFUSING AMERICA’S POPULATION  

 BOMB— OR COOKING THE EARTH

After decades of debate, the facts regarding global climate change have 
come into clearer focus, thanks largely to the work of many thousands of 
the world’s scientists. According to the Intergovernmental Panel on Cli-
mate Change’s Fifth Assessment Report, published in 2013 and 2014, we 
now know the following:

 • The Earth grew roughly 1.35°F hotter on average over the past century, 
with greater warming at the poles, and this warming trend is accelerat-
ing.

 • Recent global warming has been caused primarily by human activities— 
not natural climate cycles, sunspots, God’s righteous anger, or anything 
else the deniers would have us believe. About 75% of human contri-
butions have come through increased greenhouse gas emissions and 
about 25% have come through land use changes, particularly deforesta-
tion and soil erosion. Atmospheric concentrations of the three most 
important greenhouse gases (carbon dioxide, methane, and nitrous 
oxide) are higher than they have been for the past 800,000 years or 
more.

 • If emissions continue to increase we can expect even higher tempera-
tures and more chaotic weather in the years ahead. The greater the 
emissions, the greater the likely temperature increases and the more 



158

CHAPTER EIGHT

extreme and unpredictable the weather. If instead we drastically cut 
greenhouse gas emissions, leave the world’s remaining primary for-
ests standing, and significantly improve bad land use practices, we can 
avoid much of the climate change that would occur under “business as 
usual.”

 • “Global warming” involves a lot more than higher average world-
wide temperatures. Climate change is also leading to rising sea levels, 
more frequent and severe storms in many parts of the world, the mass 
extinction of many species of plants and animals, increased ocean 
acidification, and numerous other problems. And climate change will 
likely provide significant surprises in coming centuries, many of them 
unpleasant. For all these reasons, a better term than global climate 
change might be global climate destabilization or global climate degra-
dation.1

How worried should we be about all this? Very worried. According to 
the IPCC, climate change threatens the well- being and even the survival 
of hundreds of millions of people, through increased risk of malnutri-
tion and starvation, and increased frequency of deadly weather events. 
An earlier report predicted that in Africa, “by 2020, between 75 million 
and 250 million are projected to be exposed to an increase in water stress 
due to climate change. . . . In some countries, yields from rain- fed agri-
culture could be reduced by up to 50%. Agricultural production, includ-
ing access to food, in many African countries is projected to be severely 
compromised. This would further adversely affect food security and ex-
acerbate malnutrition.” Meanwhile in Asia, “coastal regions, especially 
heavily- populated mega- deltas in South, East, and Southeast Asia, will 
be at greatest risk due to increased flooding. . . . By the 2050s, freshwater 
availability in Central, South, East and South- East Asia, particularly in 
large river basins, is projected to decrease.”2 Those most threatened by cli-
mate change tend to be among the Earth’s poorest people, whose poverty 
leaves them with insufficient protection against potential climate ills and 
who bear little to no responsibility for causing the problem.

Grave as these threats are to people, the dangers to other species from 
climate change are even greater, since beyond harms to individual organ-
isms they threaten to extinguish whole species on a mass scale. Again ac-
cording to the IPCC, “by midcentury, increases in temperature and asso-
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ciated decreases in soil water are projected to lead to gradual replacement 
of tropical forest by savanna in eastern Amazonia. . . . There is a risk of 
significant biodiversity loss through species extinction in many areas of 
tropical Latin America.” Halfway around the world, in Australia, “signifi-
cant biodiversity loss is projected to occur by 2020 in some ecologically 
rich sites, including the Great Barrier Reef.”3 By threatening the greatest 
reservoirs of natural diversity on land (tropical forests) and in the ocean 
(coral reefs), climate change bids fair to accelerate the sixth great mass ex-
tinction in the 700- million- year history of complex life on Earth. Recent 
scientific assessments confirm that climate change and other anthropo-
genic ecological stressors have the potential to extinguish half or more of 
Earth’s species during the lifetimes of children living today.4

Nothing mortifies American environmentalists more than our coun-
try’s failure to do its part to limit global climate change. The United States 
is the world’s historically largest greenhouse gas emitter, responsible for 
about 30% of total world carbon emissions between 1750 and 2010. Today, 
with less than one- twentieth of the world’s population, we contribute 
nearly one- fifth of its annual greenhouse gas emissions, the second most 
in the world after China. We thus bear a large responsibility for causing 
the problem.5 With the world’s biggest and most innovative economy, 
however, we could also be a big part of the solution.

Instead, America has led the world ever deeper into an uncertain and 
possibly catastrophic environmental future. This has been a bipartisan 
failure. Both Democratic and Republican leaders have done little to re-
duce America’s energy consumption or greenhouse gas emissions. In its 
place they have worked to keep gasoline prices low and open up new areas 
for oil and natural gas drilling. Even worse, the United States has actively 
impeded other countries’ efforts to act more decisively. Under George 
H. W. Bush and again during his son’s two administrations, US negotia-
tors worked to prevent international agreements that included binding 
national commitments to decrease carbon emissions. President Obama 
has continued this diplomatic policy, most recently in climate negotia-
tions in Warsaw in 2013, substituting concerned platitudes for significant 
action to address the problem. The Obama administration has also vig-
orously opposed European Union plans to reduce greenhouse gas emis-
sions in aviation by taxing airplane flights, signing legislation prohibiting 
American airlines from paying the tax.6
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Along with misguided energy and transportation policies, US popu-
lation policies have played an important role in this failure. In recent de-
cades, Congresses led by both parties have repeatedly increased annual 
immigration levels, committing the United States to continued rapid 
population growth. This in turn has pushed US carbon emissions higher. 
Between 1990 and 2003, US per capita CO2 emissions increased 3.2% 
while total US CO2 emissions increased 20.2%.7 Why the discrepancy? 
Simple. During this same period, America’s population increased 16.1%, 
primarily due to immigration.8 More people drove more cars, built more 
houses, took more vacations, and did more of the many things that emit 
carbon. Population growth accounted for about four- fifths of increased 
CO2 emissions during this period, while individual consumption growth 
accounted for only one- fifth.

Policy analysts around the world are beginning to wake up to the im-
portance of ending population growth in order to deal successfully with 
climate change. A study several years ago from the London School of 
Economics entitled “Fewer Emitters, Lower Emissions, Less Cost” found 
that reducing global population growth, through improving women’s 
educational opportunities and providing inexpensive contraception, was 
cheaper than most other climate mitigation alternatives currently under 
consideration. These population reduction efforts also increase the free-
dom and opportunities available to women and couples, while decreasing 
the whole range of human demands on the environment— truly a win/
win scenario.9

Such studies have tended to focus on the developing world, where 
most population growth now occurs. But because the rapidly growing 
United States has the third largest population in the world and our con-
sumption levels are very high, curbing US population growth turns out 
to be especially important to worldwide emissions reduction efforts. An-
other study, published in 2008, concluded that “the impact of immigra-
tion to the United States on global [greenhouse gas] emissions is equal 
to approximately 5 percent of the increase in annual world- wide CO2 
emissions since 1980.” Note, immigration- driven US population growth 
caused 5% of total worldwide CO2 emissions increases during this period, 
not 5% of American CO2 emissions increases.10 As a contributing factor to 
climate change, American population growth is on a par with deforesta-
tion in the Brazilian Amazon and first car purchases in China.
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I believe that justice demands vigorous action from this current gen-
eration of Americans to prevent potentially catastrophic climate change.11 
For ourselves and our children, for the sake of the world’s poorest people, 
for future generations, and for the sake of other species, we need to act 
now.12 And beyond questions of justice, it’s in Americans’ common inter-
est that we come together on this issue. After all, there is only one atmo-
sphere that we all share: you, me, Al Gore, and Rush Limbaugh. Republi-
cans and Democrats will both suffer if recent megastorms like Katrina 
and Sandy multiply and increase in intensity, or if large parts of Florida 
and Louisiana sink beneath the waves. We also remain part of a larger 
world where benefits and harms routinely cross borders, and disasters 
visited on one country tend to radiate outward and affect the well- being 
of their neighbors.

The case for action seems overwhelming. Yet American efforts have 
come up short; largely, I believe, because both progressives and conserva-
tives have been reluctant to embrace limits to growth. Progressives have a 
greater willingness than conservatives to discipline individual economic 
behavior and limit corporate profits in service to the common good, so 
they have been somewhat more disposed to consider measures to com-
bat climate change that might slow economic growth. Few progressive 
politicians, however, are prepared to stray far from the orthodox position 
that fostering economic growth should be the primary goal of govern-
ment policy. And when it comes to population growth, the other primary 
driver of increased carbon emissions, progressives appear less willing 
than conservatives to consider alternatives to continued growth. Yet as we 
will see, if Americans are serious about meeting our global environmental 
responsibilities, the multiplier effect of population growth is simply too 
important to ignore.

REDUCING EMISSIONS SUFFICIENTLY WHILE DOUBLING OUR 

POPULATION: IMPOSSIBLE, OR JUST EXTREMELY UNLIKELY?

In order to avoid the worst harms threatened by climate disruption, 
participants in the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change, including the United States, have formally committed to work to 
prevent average global temperatures from rising more than 3.6°F above 
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twentieth century baseline temperatures. In order for the United States 
to do our part to achieve this goal, plausible analyses suggest that we 
will need to reduce annual greenhouse gas emissions to approximately 
one- fifth of current levels over the next five decades.13 That is a huge de-
crease, although credible pathways for reaching it have been sketched out 
using existing technologies.14 Meeting such an ambitious goal or even 
more modest ones, however, will prove more difficult the more America’s 
population continues to grow.

Consider the numbers. United States’ greenhouse gas emissions were 
approximately 6700 million metric tons (CO2- equivalent) in 2011.15 With 
a population of 315 million people in 2011, that averages out to 21.3 tons of 
emissions per person per year. By hypothesis the United States needs to 
decrease our annual emissions by four- fifths by 2063, to 1340 million met-
ric tons. How much of a per capita decrease would that involve?

At a population of 315 million people we would have to decrease an-
nual emissions to 4.3 tons per person per year. But remember, even with 
no further immigration, the US population is set to increase to 357 mil-
lion people by 2063. So we would have to decrease per capita annual emis-
sions to 3.75 tons to bring overall US emissions down to that acceptable 
total of 1340 million metric tons. Instead of an 80% decrease in per capita 
emissions we will need an 82.5% per capita decrease.

That would be with no further immigration. Now recall that the 
United States takes in far more immigrants than any other country in 
the world. At current levels of immigration our population will increase 
much more, to 444 million people by 2063. Factoring in current immigra-
tion, we would have to decrease per capita annual emissions to 3.0 tons to 
bring overall US emissions down to our acceptable total: an 86% decrease 
in per capita emissions.

That would be at current immigration levels. But recent reform legisla-
tion, which passed the Senate in 2013 and has a real chance of becoming 
law as I write these words, would increase immigration to about 2.25 mil-
lion immigrants per year. In that case, the US population would be pro-
jected to increase to 513 million people by 2063 and we would have to 
decrease per capita annual emissions to 2.6 tons. Rather than the 80% re-
ductions needed with a stable population, we would be faced with achiev-
ing an 88% decrease in per capita emissions in order to bring annual US 
emissions down to our target of 1340 million metric tons.
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Now let’s ask: how much harder might immigration- driven popula-
tion growth make reducing total US greenhouse gas emissions the nec-
essary four- fifths over the next fifty years? Our current immigration path 
would necessitate 20% lower per capita emissions than under zero net 
immigration (3.0 tons per capita versus 3.75 tons), while increasing im-
migration along the lines of the Senate’s 2013 bill would require 31% lower 
per capita emissions (2.6 tons versus 3.75 tons). As a first approximation, 
then, we might say that at current immigration levels population growth 
will make it 20% more difficult for Americans to do our part to suffi-
ciently mitigate global climate change, while a more expansive immigra-
tion regime could make it 31% more difficult to do so. Arguably, these 
figures should provide reason enough for progressives concerned about 
climate change to support reducing immigration into the United States. 
However, our analysis so far probably significantly understates the im-
pediments to success caused by immigration- driven population growth, 
for several reasons.

The problem of achieving sufficient emissions reductions is com-
pounded by the fact that at any particular time, each successive “slice” 
of reductions is more costly, assuming that we rank- order our important 
emissions reduction choices and implement the cheapest ones first. Mea-
sures to decrease current greenhouse gas emissions 10% would likely save 
American consumers money, due to efficiency gains and pollution re-
duction benefits. But the next 10% would likely cost a significant amount, 
the next 10% reduction would cost much more, the following 10% much, 
much more, etc. At some point, further reductions may be technically 
impossible. Before that point is reached they would likely have become 
prohibitively expensive.

Similarly, each succeeding slice of reductions is likely to demand more 
in the way of behavioral changes from Americans. The first 10% or 20% 
in emissions reductions might require little change beyond a willingness 
to pay a small amount for various efficiency improvements. But at some 
point, if we want to reduce emissions far enough, we will have to de-
mand real sacrifices from people: either forcing them to spend big money 
for the efficiency improvements they need to continue behaving as they 
have, or forcing them to behave differently (drive smaller cars or take 
public transportation, eat less meat or forgo unnecessary plane flights, 
etc.). Again, at some point further behavioral- based reductions may not 
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be possible, and long before then they would probably have become im-
possible to achieve politically.

The key point is that beyond some relatively easy initial steps, the 
deeper the emissions cuts, the more sacrifice they will entail. So the fig-
ures of 20% and 31% probably significantly underestimate how much 
more demanding immigration- driven population growth will make the 
emissions reductions desired by US environmentalists. Such population 
growth could easily make it two or three times more difficult to achieve 
our emissions reduction goals, in terms of the monetary costs or lifestyle 
changes demanded. Immigration- driven population growth thus makes 
it much less likely that Americans will achieve those goals. After all, we 
already have ample evidence of our fellow citizens’ unwillingness to make 
significant behavioral changes or sacrifice financially in order to address 
climate change.

It is even possible that continued population growth could make it 
physically impossible to adequately reduce US greenhouse gas emissions, 
even if Americans were to suddenly wake up to our moral responsibilities 
and try very hard to meet them. The maximum number of people that 
can be sustained over the long term in modern, industrialized societies 
requiring high levels of energy use to sustain a high standard of living for 
their members is simply unknown. There is considerable evidence that 
even current population numbers around the world are much too high, if 
people hope to sustain themselves in safety and comfort without resort-
ing to levels and kinds of energy use that are toxic to the environment.16

*

“Aha!” a progressive critic might respond at this point. “Now you have 
shown your true colors. You are willing to sacrifice nature, poor immi-
grants, or both, in order to sustain “the American way of life.” But it is 
precisely this wasteful and thoughtless way of life, in America and around 
the world, which has caused the problem in the first place. We can and 
should cut US energy use and carbon emissions drastically over the next 
five decades. The technologies exist and America is wealthy enough to 
meet our moral obligation to address climate change. Above all, the prob-
lem is Americans’ hoggish overconsumption.”

Point taken. I agree that limiting consumption must play a major 
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role in reducing US greenhouse gas emissions.17 American progressives 
should work to enact policies that reduce excessive consumption as much 
as possible. Such policies should include increased taxes on fossil fuels, 
redirecting transportation funding away from highway construction to 
mass transit, heavy subsidies for wind and solar power, big increases in 
auto fuel standards (thankfully recently enacted by the Obama adminis-
tration), improved building codes that reduce the energy needed for heat-
ing and cooling, and more.

However, re- engineering the world’s largest economy and changing 
the consumption patterns of hundreds of millions of people are immense 
undertakings that will be difficult, expensive, and (we may assume) only 
partly successful. Even if such efforts succeed beyond our fondest hopes, 
change will take time. For example, we cannot just snap our fingers and 
create hundreds of thousands of wind turbines, millions of solar panels, 
and the additional power lines necessary to carry their electricity hun-
dreds of miles to our cities. Can we decrease Americans’ greenhouse 
gas emissions 86% or 88% per capita over the next fifty years? In theory, 
maybe, but in practice, probably not. In practice, there are bitter fights 
over doing anything of substance to deal with the problem.

Whether environmentalists win large or small per capita reductions 
in greenhouse gas emissions over the next five decades, those reductions 
would accomplish more if we could stabilize our population, or cut back 
significantly on its growth. If Al Gore is right that global climate change 
is “the moral challenge of our time,”18 shouldn’t we be doing everything 
within reason to help meet it— including halting our population growth? 
Instead, at current immigration levels our population will grow 41% be-
tween 2013 and 2063. We will need to run fast just to stay in place. Clearly, 
continued population growth ratchets up the likelihood that the United 
States will fail to do our part to sufficiently mitigate global climate change.

Please note that I do not claim that by itself, stabilizing America’s 
population will meet our responsibilities in this area, any more than I 
think it will stop sprawl, end air and water pollution, or solve our other 
environmental problems. Americans must reduce our per capita energy 
consumption in order to meet the climate change challenge. On the other 
hand, the evidence clearly shows that recent population growth has in-
creased Americans’ total energy consumption and amplified the impacts 
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of our gluttony. Addressing both excessive consumption and overpopu-
lation are necessary, if we hope to create a sustainable society and do our 
part to create a sustainable world. However, developing a sane view of 
growth and implementing it politically are a lot easier said than done, for 
reasons that are worth exploring.

GRAPPLING WITH GROWTH

There is a curious disconnect in climate change discourse between ex-
planations of its causes and discussions of possible solutions. On the one 
hand, it is widely acknowledged that the primary causes of global cli-
mate change are unremitting economic and demographic growth. As the 
IPCC’s Fourth Assessment Report succinctly put it: “[increased] GDP/
per capita and population growth were the main drivers of the increase 
in global emissions during the last three decades of the twentieth cen-
tury. . . . At the global scale, declining carbon and energy intensities have 
been unable to offset income effects and population growth and, conse-
quently, carbon emissions have risen.”19 On the other hand, most propos-
als for climate change mitigation take growth for granted and focus on 
technical efforts to ameliorate its negative effects.

Climate scientists speak more formally of the “Kaya Identity” (devel-
oped by Japanese energy economist Yoichi Kaya): the four primary fac-
tors that determine overall greenhouse gas emissions. They are economic 
growth per capita, total population, energy used to generate each unit 
of GDP, and greenhouse gases generated per unit of energy. In recent 
decades improvements in energy and carbon efficiency have been over-
whelmed by increases in population and wealth. Here are the numbers, 
again according to the IPCC: “The global average growth rate of CO2 
emissions between 1970 and 2004 of 1.9% per year is the result of the fol-
lowing annual growth rates:

population +1.6%,
GDP/per capita +1.8%,
energy- intensity (total primary energy supply [TPES] per unit of GDP) 

−1.2%,
and carbon- intensity (CO2 emissions per unit of TPES) −0.2%.”20
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Crucially, the IPCC’s projections for the next several decades see a 
continuation of these trends. More people living more affluently mean 
that under “business as usual,” greenhouse gas emissions will probably 
double sometime during the next half century, despite expected tech-
nical efficiency improvements.21 If we allow this to occur, it will almost 
surely lock in global temperature increases of more than 3.6°F over pre- 
industrial levels, exceeding the threshold beyond which scientists speak 
of potentially catastrophic climate change.

A reasonable person reading the scientific literature on climate change 
would likely conclude that humanity is bumping up against physical and 
ecological limits right now. Given the possible dangers, a prudent re-
sponse might be: “Wow, this is going to be hard! We need to start work-
ing on this problem with all the tools at our disposal. Increasing energy 
and carbon efficiency, to be sure. But also decreasing consumption, rein-
ing in the pursuit of affluence, and reducing human populations now, 
slowly and humanely, before nature culls our numbers abruptly and 
harshly. Maybe in the future we can grow like gangbusters again. But for 
now people need to make fewer demands on nature. After all, our situa-
tion is unprecedented— over 7 billion people, most living or aspiring to 
live in modern, industrialized economies— and there is good evidence 
that we are already in overshoot mode.” Such convictions would only be 
strengthened by considering further evidence of global ecological degra-
dation from the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, including the de-
pletion of important ocean fisheries, accelerating soil erosion, ongoing 
species extinctions throughout the world, the growth of immense “dead 
zones” at the mouths of many great rivers, and more. According to the 
MEA, humanity is currently degrading or utilizing unsustainably fifteen 
of twenty- four key ecosystem services.22

However, climate change and our other global environmental prob-
lems have been slow to spur a widespread re- evaluation of the goodness 
of growth.23 A few old- line environmentalists have continued to insist 
that limits to growth are essential to an intelligent environmentalism.24 
In a hopeful sign, in recent years they have been joined by a small but 
growing group of “ecological economists” who believe that creating eco-
logically sustainable economies depends on accepting limits to wealth, 
human numbers, and material throughput within human economies, and 
that such economic reforms can be implemented in ways that actually im-
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prove people’s quality of life.25 But for now, such challenges to growth are 
little more than stirrings among the intelligentsia, at least in the United 
States. The broader political debate regarding climate change has focused 
on techno- fixes and efficiency solutions: among politicians, scientists, 
and even environmentalists, who really should know better. The reasons 
are not hard to discern.

Humanity has created a dynamic world economy with unprecedented 
powers of wealth creation, and people want that ever- increasing wealth. 
Our political discourse now centers on economic growth: in America, as 
in many other countries, the major political parties vie with one another 
concerning which one can ratchet it up most quickly. Growth is seen as 
an unalloyed good, inevitable, or both, and policy discussions take place 
within that framework. Most Americans literally cannot conceive of any 
alternative to prioritizing growth. In any case, big money dominates the 
political process in the United States, and big money wants continued, 
rapid economic growth.

Conversations about limiting population growth, meanwhile, push 
buttons on both the left and the right. Significant numbers of conserva-
tives oppose legalized abortion, increased funding for contraception or 
family planning, and sex education in public schools, all of which have 
been proven to decrease unplanned and unwanted pregnancies. Among 
progressives, proposals to reduce immigration have become toxic for rea-
sons we explored in the previous chapter. Immigration expansionists have 
not been shy about playing the race card, leading to a relatively uninfor-
mative debate about immigration matters among progressives and hence 
to a weak, unbalanced immigration debate among Americans generally. 
Population- related issues tend to be discussed in isolation and with little 
understanding of how they add up to a de facto US population policy: 
one which will make a profound difference to how many people live in the 
United States fifty and one hundred years from now. In turn, this limits 
any discussion about how overall numbers might constrain Americans’ 
options as we respond to social and environmental challenges like climate 
change, and prevents Americans from considering how population policy 
might further the common good.
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*

In the face of this political reality, environmentalists have generally been 
careful to frame their calls for climate action in ways that emphasize 
that the challenge can be met without slowing growth or lowering stan-
dards of living. In fact, they often claim, global warming is chock full of 
economic opportunities! On the website for Al Gore’s earlier initiative 
Wecansolveit.org, the section proposing “Solutions” for a “Clean Energy 
Economy” exclaimed: “Thousands of new companies, millions of new 
jobs, and billions in revenue generated by solutions to the climate crisis— 
this is the clean energy economy we can adopt with today's technologies, 
resources, know- how, and leadership from our elected officials.” It con-
tinued: “A recent report showed that investment in a clean and efficient 
economy would lead to over 3 million new green- collar jobs, stimulate 
$1.4 trillion in new GDP, add billions in personal income and retail sales, 
produce $284 billion in net energy savings, all while generating sufficient 
returns to the US treasury to pay for itself over ten years." Note the politi-
cian’s traditional promise of something for nothing; no need for sacrifice 
here. The website concluded: “This is the opportunity of our generation— 
to lead the transformation to an economy that is robust without causing 
environmental harm.”26

Or consider the rhetoric of another climate action champion, former 
Colorado Governor Bill Ritter. “Global warming is our generation’s great-
est environmental challenge,” Ritter stated in his introduction to the Colo-
rado Climate Action Plan released in 2007. “Can Coloradans really make 
a difference? I believe we can, and that we have a moral obligation to try.” 
But again, he assures us that meeting this moral obligation will not in-
volve excessive costs, or personal sacrifice. “[Our] success depends on 
everyone doing his or her part. We can reduce global warming and keep 
our economy strong and vibrant. This is an exciting time for Colorado as 
we look toward an expanded New Energy Economy with new jobs, new 
businesses and new investments.”27

There are often good practical reasons to emphasize self- interest and 
economic benefits in talking to our fellow citizens. If Americans think the 
only way to do our part to stop climate disruption is to give up our cars, 
or keep our houses heated to 55°F during the winter, we probably will not 



170

CHAPTER EIGHT

make the effort. If enough people believe they will benefit economically 
from greatly ramping up our use of renewable energy, we may be able to 
make that new energy economy a reality. Al Gore alerted tens of millions 
of people around the world to the need to rein in climate change, while 
Bill Ritter helped Colorado usher in some of the most far- reaching alter-
native energy mandates in the United States. Those were real accomplish-
ments. Score two points for the power of positive thinking.

However, an exclusive reliance on such tactics engenders two wor-
ries. First, they probably do not support all the measures needed to ade-
quately address our environmental problems. What happens when miti-
gating global climate change doesn’t save people money or contribute to 
growth, but instead costs them money or inhibits growth? Second and 
more fundamentally, this approach’s boosterism seems likely to solidify 
the economic paradigm that is causing climate change and our other en-
vironmental problems in the first place, and further entrench the eco-
nomic mindset which makes it so difficult to solve them. Can we really 
“expand” our economies and keep them “vibrant and strong” (i.e., grow-
ing even more) while also “reducing global warming”? Can an economy 
really be “robust [that is, rapidly growing] without causing environmen-
tal harm”? The evidence suggests not, starting with, well, global climate 
change, which the IPCC tells us has been caused primarily by rapid popu-
lation growth and a swiftly growing world economy. According to the US 
Department of Energy, “Economic growth is the most significant factor 
underlying the projections for growth in energy related carbon dioxide 
emissions in the mid- term, as the world continues to rely on fossil fuels 
for most of its energy use.”28

Pushing the “green and growing” mantra postpones a necessary con-
versation for Americans, in which we reconsider and perhaps redefine 
“growth.” The United States is a mature country. The frontier was settled 
long ago. We can continue to grow in all sorts of ways: morally, intellec-
tually, spiritually, creatively. It would be great if we grew in our under-
standing and appreciation for nature and in our willingness to share the 
Earth with other species. But piling up more possessions or cramming 
ever more people onto the American landscape do not appear compatible 
with these kinds of moral and intellectual growth. Whatever we might 
say about previous historical periods, focusing on increasing our wealth 
or our numbers no longer makes sense in the United States. Such growth 
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has clearly become toxic to the ecosystems that, despite all our techno-
logical achievements, we remain dependent on for our survival and flour-
ishing.

Why resist the most important economic lesson global climate disrup-
tion has to teach us? The endless growth economy is unsustainable and 
must be replaced by a fundamentally different alternative. I know that’s 
a scary thought. But it also could prove a liberating one, if the next few 
generations take creating a truly sustainable economy as the twenty- first 
century’s great challenge and opportunity.

Mainstream economists insist that economic growth itself need not 
increase greenhouse gas emissions, habitat loss, species extinctions, or 
other environmental harms. But an economy that continued to grow yet 
which did not increase resource demands or pollution would be a fun-
damentally different economy from the one we have today. Whether or 
not such a growing yet environmentally benign economy is possible, the 
evidence strongly suggests that conventional economic growth, the kind 
that is actually on offer today, is ecologically toxic. Creating a truly sus-
tainable society in the United States is incompatible with continuing to 
try to maximize such growth.

Mainstream economists also rightly remind us that economic growth 
need not depend on population growth. Countries can combine stable 
or even slowly declining populations with significant economic growth, 
a combination we see today in Germany, the fifth largest economy in the 
world, and elsewhere. But in practice, the desire to maximize economic 
growth has been used to justify pro- natalist policies in many parts of the 
world where people are freely choosing to have fewer children. An un-
willingness among business interests to accept slower economic growth 
appears to lie behind many countries’ attempts to reverse stable or declin-
ing population trends, as documented in a recent proliferation of stories 
in the business press.29 In the United States and elsewhere, the desire to 
increase economic growth is often explicitly cited in support of expand-
ing mass immigration.30

Americans need to shift out of the endless growth economic paradigm, 
if we hope to avoid the worst of global climate change and meet our other 
social and environmental challenges. I am an optimist: I believe we can 
do this while creating a more just and flourishing society.31 But the politi-
cal path forward, focused less on economic growth and increased con-
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sumption, and more on creating stronger communities and increasing 
human well- being, is not yet obvious. This makes it even more impor-
tant to tackle the other key aspect of growth— population growth— that 
would be much easier to end.

Here I challenge a common assumption among American environ-
mentalists, that ending population growth would be much harder than 
convincing people to consume less. But think about it: while most Ameri-
cans today would probably reject any effort to end the full- bore pursuit 
of economic growth, an overwhelming majority think that the United 
States has a sufficiently large population right now. If you don’t believe 
me, ask the next ten people you meet whether they think their city or 
town would be a better place to live in with twice as many people. Shift-
ing from an immigration- fueled, endless- growth demographic model to 
a stable population could be achieved simply by reducing immigration 
levels and continuing legal access to birth control and abortion, all mea-
sures that are supported by a majority of Americans. With a fertility rate 
below replacement rate (2.05 at last measurement), the United States is 
poised to enter a period of demographic stabilization— if our politicians 
follow their constituents’ lead, revise immigration policy, and allow us to 
do so.

Ending US population growth would also remove an important in-
centive for maximizing economic growth: the need to create jobs for an 
ever- growing number of people. Combined with a stronger social safety 
net, stabilizing our population could set up a “virtuous circle” in which 
Americans evolved beyond our current materialistic concentration on in-
creased wealth and consumption. We could instead focus on building 
better communities and on growing morally and intellectually, in our re-
lationships with one another, and in our understanding and appreciation 
of the world around us. Isn’t that the kind of growth we really want?

A COMPREHENSIVE SOLUTION

Effective US action to combat global climate change must attack the prob-
lem with all the means at our disposal. We should develop and implement 
technological innovations to increase efficiency, make serious efforts to 
cut unnecessary consumption, and stabilize our population as quickly as 
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possible. Paul Ehrlich and John Holdren had it right over forty years ago: 
Impact = Population × Affluence × Technology. Failure to attend to any 
one of these three causative factors undermines actions focused on the 
other two.

Consider automobiles, which contribute roughly one- quarter of cur-
rent US greenhouse gas emissions. If we support the wrong technologies, 
as we did for much of the 1980s and 1990s when Americans purchased 
vast fleets of gas- hogging SUVs, then our greenhouse gas emissions will 
soar. Yet if we keep increasing the number of miles we drive (increased 
per capita consumption), then technological improvements in fuel effi-
ciency will be negated. Finally, if we increase our population by hundreds 
of millions more people over the next century, as we are on track to do, 
then even if Americans drive hybrid cars fewer miles per person, the 
savings will be swallowed up by more people driving more cars.

So, we will need a comprehensive approach. On the technological side, 
we will need cars and trucks that get more miles per gallon, and more- 
energy- efficient buildings and appliances. We will need to replace hun-
dreds of coal- fired power plants with solar, wind, geothermal, and natural 
gas- generated electricity. We will need to deploy new tillage and forestry 
practices that better sequester carbon in soils and trees. And more. On the 
consumption side, we will need to drive and fly less often. We will need 
to use less water and less paper, spray fewer chemicals on our lawns, and 
put fewer plastic doo- dads in our children’s Christmas stockings. And 
more. Finally on the population side, we will need to continue to have 
small families, fund family planning services, and keep abortion safe and 
legal. And we will need to reduce excessive immigration rates. This will 
allow us to stabilize or reduce our population while encouraging other 
countries to do the same.

The temptation will continue to be to focus exclusively on technologi-
cal fixes. We should avoid this temptation! Remember: I = P × A × T.

Drastically limiting greenhouse gas emissions relatively quickly, in 
ways that will cost people money and perhaps significantly impact their 
lifestyles, will be a lot to ask of Americans, who have not been asked to 
sacrifice much for the common good in recent years. I believe we are up 
to the challenge. But it’s hard to imagine sustaining a significant society- 
wide commitment to combating climate change if we continue policies 
that encourage rapid population growth.
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How can environmentalists ask our fellow citizens to drive their cars 
fewer miles, or pay significantly more for gasoline as part of a nationwide 
effort to decrease total miles driven, if at the same time, we import tens of 
millions of people to drive more cars? How can we ask them to scale back 
their air travel, or pay significantly more for a flight as part of a nationwide 
effort to decrease total miles flown, if at the same time, we encourage more 
air travel by importing tens of millions of potential flyers? How can we 
ask them to pay more for electricity, or for food or wood products that are 
grown in ways that better sequester carbon, if at the same time, we increase 
demand for electricity, food, and wood products by greatly increasing the 
American population? Under these circumstances, requesting Americans 
to significantly decrease their own energy use borders on the absurd.

Eventually Americans will have to end population growth if we hope 
to keep total US greenhouse gas emissions within reasonable limits. This 
follows as a matter of simple math, once we accept the fact that there is 
no way to get to zero per capita emissions. In a similar way, there is no 
way to get to zero per capita water use, zero per capita wildlife displace-
ment, or zero per capita for any other important human impacts on the 
landscape. We can work to lessen these per capita impacts and a lot of 
good environmental work consists in precisely such efforts. But the bot-
tom line is that Americans cannot get our environmental house in order 
with an endlessly growing population. Why wait until later, then, to deal 
with population matters? Better that serious environmentalists bite the 
bullet now and advocate for domestic population stabilization as part of 
a broad effort to limit climate change and deal with our other environ-
mental problems. Like climate change itself, the longer we put off dealing 
with population matters, the more difficult they become and the worse 
our choices.

*

Put this way, most environmentalists tend to agree. “Of course,” my green 
friends say, “we cannot reduce personal environmental impacts to zero. 
Eventually, more and more people will destroy everything we care about 
and wind up creating a barely habitable planet for these immense crowds 
of people.” And yet when I look at how environmentalists actually dis-
cuss issues and spend resources, there appears to be little recognition of 
these facts.
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Sprawl is bad, the big environmental groups tell their members, worthy 
of million dollar anti- sprawl campaigns. But they accept the number one 
cause of sprawl by far, population growth, and agree to work around it. 
Water pollution is bad, whether it comes from farms, factories, electricity 
plants, or new oil and gas wells. But there’s no mention that a bigger eco-
nomic infrastructure will be necessary if we have to accommodate lots 
more people, and that it’s bound to generate some pollution. The Key-
stone XL oil pipeline, proposed to run from the Alberta tar sands to the 
Gulf of Mexico, is very, very bad, repeated “action alerts” from the Sierra 
Club inform us. But there’s no recognition that tens of millions more 
Americans will need to get oil from somewhere to run our cars, even if 
many of us switch to hybrids. (Meanwhile the Club curries favor with 
Hispanic advocacy groups by backing an immigration reform bill that 
would increase America’s population even more, in the process joining 
forces with corporate America in support of faster growth and the con-
tinued exploitation of low- income workers.)

When it comes to domestic population growth, American environmen-
talists have gone AWOL. Meanwhile successive Congresses and Presiden-
tial administrations have pursued immigration policies leading directly 
to continued rapid population increase in the United States. These poli-
cies are set and implemented without any consideration of their ecologi-
cal impacts. We are in the curious position of needing multimillion- dollar 
environmental impact statements to decide whether to build a single dam 
or add another lane to a particular highway in the United States, but not 
for choosing population policies that will determine whether hundreds of 
new dams and highways will be needed in the future.32 What sense does 
that make?

CONCLUSION

Environmentalism encompasses a myriad of concerns, from air and water 
pollution to transportation and zoning policies, from parks and wildlands 
protection to the preservation of endangered species. But at its core it 
can be summed up by the phrase “generous sustainability” and defined 
in terms of two overarching goals: creating societies that leave sufficient 
natural resources for future human generations to live good lives; and 
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sharing the landscape generously with nonhuman beings.33 Environmen-
tal protection thus conceived is no mere amenity, but an essential part of 
the progressive vision, because it is crucial to securing the conditions nec-
essary for the happiness and flourishing of future generations.34 A strong 
environmentalism, with a realistic view of limits, can help us create eco-
logically sustainable societies and achieve our progressive political goals. 
But we cannot do so within a context of endless population growth. It 
simply will not work.

I am an environmentalist. So I lobby politicians on particular issues 
and walk door to door to help elect the good ones. I write checks to en-
vironmental groups and opinion pieces for the local newspapers, analyze 
dry technical documents and send in comments to the Forest Service and 
the Corps of Engineers. I do these things in hope that they will help cre-
ate a sustainable society and conserve the landscapes that I have come to 
love. In particular, I want to protect the Cache la Poudre River, the same 
river along which I have bird- watched and skipped stones with my sons 
on so many mornings. If my neighbors and I can save our river, if we suc-
ceed in building a community along its banks that lives in harmony with 
its wildlife, and if in 30 years I can walk with my wife along its banks and 
point out ospreys and river otters to my grandchildren, then I will be 
ready to die a contented man. That will be enough.

Creating such communities, preserving what is most precious today, 
and providing opportunities for future generations are the ultimate goals 
of environmentalism. It’s about so much more than just finding a way to 
cram as many people as possible onto the landscape without everything 
collapsing. Managing ever- larger herds of people in dull, completely arti-
ficial environments will not secure a decent future for people, let alone 
all the other beautiful and interesting creatures with whom we currently 
share the planet.35

So let’s turn over a new leaf, and build societies where our children and 
grandchildren can live well with nature and with each other. Let’s create 
communities along the banks of the Cache la Poudre and the Oconee 
Rivers, the Connecticut and the Colorado, the Yangtze and the Irrawaddy, 
that achieve real sustainability and justice. Ending human population 
growth is one key to doing so. In the United States, that means signifi-
cantly reducing immigration.
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Mass immigration no longer makes economic or ecological sense for the 
United States. The question is how best to reform immigration policy so 
as to further the common good, while treating everyone involved fairly.

Clearly the overall number of immigrants into the United States needs 
to be reduced— but by how much? Currently immigrants enter the coun-
try under a number of different programs and quotas— should some 
of these be eliminated and the system simplified? Under any plausible 
immigration regime, immigration laws will need to be enforced more 
effectively— but how can this be done while still respecting people’s 
rights and without creating onerous bureaucracies? Finally, what should 
be done about undocumented immigrants— some of whom have been in 
the United States for decades or have children who are American citizens? 
These are some of the questions that need to be answered if our consider-
ation of immigration reform is to be truly comprehensive.

MY PROPOSAL

If you have read this far you probably will not be surprised that I be-
lieve immigration should be reformed in ways that increase wages for 
poorer Americans, reduce economic inequality throughout society, and 
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help make possible ecological sustainability. That means, above all, re-
ducing the number of immigrants allowed into the United States. In line 
with these goals, I propose the following seven steps to reform United 
States immigration policy:

 1) Initiate a temporary moratorium on all non- emergency immigration, 
to last until unemployment falls below 5% nationally and remains there 
for three consecutive years.

 2) Cut legal immigration permanently, from 1.1 million to 300,000 per 
year (the approximate rate in 1965, when Congress began significantly 
increasing immigration levels).

 3) Reduce illegal immigration by mandating a national employee verifi-
cation program and strictly enforcing criminal sanctions against em-
ployers who hire undocumented workers.

 4) Pass carefully targeted amnesties to regularize the status of long- time 
illegal residents, particularly children whose parents brought them to 
this country at an early age.

 5) End birthright citizenship for the children of foreigners living in or 
passing through the United States.

 6) Rework trade agreements and increase well- targeted development 
aid, to help poor people around the world live better lives in their own 
countries.

 7) Revisit immigration policies periodically and revise them so as to fur-
ther the common good, in line with progressive principles of justice 
and sustainability.

These policy changes would allow many of the benefits of immigra-
tion to continue, such as providing asylum for genuine political refu-
gees, accommodating family reunification while ending chain migration, 
and allowing small influxes of workers with special skills. At the same 
time, they would help the United States move in a more progressive di-
rection politically, particularly if they were combined with the right eco-
nomic policies. By pointing the way toward a more just and sustainable 
human presence on Earth, these immigration policies would be good for 
America and good for the rest of the world. In what follows, I elaborate 
on these seven steps and consider some possible objections and alterna-
tive proposals.
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goaL 1:  Time oUT

As I write these words, the official (U- 3) unemployment rate stands at 
7.0% nationally. The true unemployment rate is much higher: the cur-
rent U- 6 unemployment rate, which includes workers who have been 
unemployed long- term, those who have given up looking for work, and 
those working part- time who would like full- time work, is 13.2%.1 Mil-
lions more Americans are working temporary jobs, or jobs far below their 
qualifications. Meanwhile the forecast is for relatively “jobless” economic 
growth in the coming years, meaning that the numbers of unemployed 
workers are likely to come down only slowly, at best.2 Tens of millions of 
Americans will probably still be vainly searching for adequate work two 
years from now, as they are today.

In such a situation it makes no sense to continue to import a million 
new workers annually. Yet that is what the United States did in 2008, 
2009, and 2010, in the midst of the most severe economic downturn since 
the Great Depression. It is what we are poised to do in 2015, 2016, and 
indefinitely into the future, under the status quo. Despite persistent un-
employment in recent years, successive American administrations and 
Congresses, both Republican and Democratic, have encouraged millions 
of job- seekers to come to our country and fill jobs needed by American 
citizens. That’s just plain wrong.

There can be legitimate disagreement over where to set immigration 
levels in normal years; legitimate disagreement over how to weigh wage 
increases versus economic growth, or the labor needs of growing busi-
nesses versus the ecological needs of ecosystems. But I cannot see how 
Americans can support the mass importation of labor at a time when so 
many of our fellow citizens are hurting economically. Our neighbors are 
not only losing their jobs, but often their homes, their marriages, and 
their families, due to financial reverses. Millions of Americans desper-
ately need work. Given how slow the economy has been to create jobs, we 
should take all possible steps to ensure that what jobs this country has to 
offer go to citizens and legal residents, including the millions of previous 
immigrants who are also looking for work.

For this reason, we need an immediate moratorium on all non- 
emergency immigration (with exceptions made for legitimate politi-
cal refugees and asylum seekers), or at least a moratorium on all non- 
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emergency immigration by immigrants of working age. How long such 
a moratorium should last is open to debate. Economists typically view 
some level of unemployment as normal in a complex, evolving economy; 
they sometimes speak of 4% to 5% unemployment as “acceptable.” (Ac-
ceptable to whom is a fair question: it is likely that most economists define 
acceptability more from the perspective of the rich than the poor, em-
ployers rather than employees. But let’s assume that 5% unemployment is 
acceptable.) Progressives should propose that all non- essential immigra-
tion be frozen until the official unemployment rate falls to 5% nationally 
and remains there for three consecutive years.

Of course, when you read these words, economic conditions will be 
different than when I wrote them. Things may have improved and the 
sense of urgency to create jobs may have abated. On the other hand, the 
situation may be even worse and people may be even more desperate. 
Simply put, my proposal is that the unemployment rate should make a dif-
ference to immigration levels. Our government should consider whether 
conditions are better or worse for American job- seekers and set immigra-
tion levels accordingly. In fact, there have been various proposals to con-
sider economic conditions when setting immigration quotas, as part of 
recent immigration reform plans; depending on the details, such propos-
als may have merit. Here I merely suggest that in particularly grave situa-
tions, where poorer Americans are suffering economically, non- essential 
immigration should be temporarily halted.

Some progressives may reject this proposal on the grounds that it will 
harm potential immigrants. After all, in a global recession, poor people 
in Mexico or the Philippines may be even more desperate for work than 
poor Americans. They and their children may be even more exposed to 
hardship, because of greater poverty or weaker government safety nets. 
But here, I think, Americans may be faced with a tough choice. We can 
set immigration policy to help our fellow citizens, or the citizens of other 
countries. If we cannot help both groups find jobs in the United States, 
then I believe we have a moral obligation to help US citizens first (see the 
following chapter for a more extensive defense of this position). If we 
want to help people from Mexico or the Philippines (as we should), then 
we need to help them in ways that do not harm the poorest Americans 
in the process.

If America were such an economic dynamo that it could create jobs for 
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the whole world (including our own citizens) and if the resultant popu-
lation increase caused no grave ecological problems, then I think mass 
immigration into the United States might well be justified. But these con-
ditions do not hold. The ability of the US economy to create jobs is lim-
ited and continued population increase will make achieving ecological 
sustainability in the United States impossible. In our finite world, every 
nation must limit its population in order to have a reasonable hope of 
taking care of its own citizens and not becoming a burden on the rest of 
the international community. American elites should not attempt to solve 
the world’s unemployment problem while profiting at the expense of their 
fellow citizens. It’s wrong, and it won’t work.

Furthermore, when Vietnamese citizens decide how many children to 
have, or people from El Salvador debate whether contraception or abor-
tion should be legal in their country, I believe they should do so with a 
full understanding of the consequences and a willingness to bear those 
consequences themselves. One- tenth of adult Mexicans now live in the 
United States, while about 12% of Filipinos live and work abroad. Argu-
ably mass emigration from these countries encourages their citizens to 
engage in irresponsible procreation decisions and allows their govern-
ments to support unsustainable population policies. In the long term, this 
is bad for them, bad for us, and bad for the world as a whole. It would be 
better if Americans set an example of a country willing to grapple sen-
sibly with limits: one that can preserve economic opportunities for its 
citizens while fashioning a genuinely sustainable economy. It would be 
better if our immigration policies increased other countries’ incentives 
to do these things, too.

The idea of a moratorium on immigration until conditions improve in 
the United States could be pushed considerably further. For example, if 
our main concern is the welfare of poorer American workers, we might 
prohibit immigration of less- skilled workers until such time as labor 
markets tighten sufficiently to increase wages for the lowest quintile of 
workers by 20% or 30%. If our main concern is growing inequality in 
the United States and we know current immigration policies further in-
equality, we might prohibit immigration until such time as we have suc-
cessfully reduced income inequality to the levels seen in the 1960s or 
1970s, or to the current levels in the European Union or Japan. If our main 
concern is ecological sustainability, we might prohibit immigration until 
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such time as the United States was demonstrably living within our envi-
ronmental means: not degrading essential ecosystem resources or driving 
other species to extinction.

I believe these longer, more expansive moratoriums might be justified. 
However, they would shift the status quo so much that they would prob-
ably be rejected by most Americans. In contrast, I have found that the 
idea of a short pause in immigration, until unemployment declines suf-
ficiently so that poor Americans can find jobs and support their families, 
meets with widespread approval. It is simply a matter of helping fellow 
citizens and legal residents who are already here, and that is an attainable 
goal with broad appeal across the political spectrum.

goaL 2:  reDUCe LegaL immigraTion

Assuming decent economic conditions and relatively low unemployment, 
how many immigrants should we let into the United States annually? 
From the perspective of poor American workers, the optimum number of 
immigrants is probably zero. That is the number that would do the most 
to tighten up labor markets in the short term, raising their wages. It is also 
the number that would spur society to educate and train their children to 
take up more highly paid jobs in the future. From the perspective of other 
species, the optimum number of immigrants likewise would be zero. That 
is the number that would best limit further human appropriation of land-
scapes and resources that other species need for their own survival. From 
the perspective of general sustainability, the optimum number of immi-
grants would also appear to be zero. Both human and nonhuman flour-
ishing depends, long- term, on Americans creating a genuinely sustain-
able society and it is not clear that we have the will to do so even at our 
current population.

On the other hand, there are some important benefits to immigra-
tion that need to be considered. Immigration can reunite family members 
(after previous immigration has split them apart). It can help create new 
families, when people of different nationalities decide to marry. Immi-
gration can provide a safe haven for political refugees who cannot return 
to their own countries. In these ways immigration benefits individuals. 
In addition, immigration benefits our nation as a whole, by bringing in 
new energy and new perspectives. As the proponents of mass immigra-
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tion often remind us, immigration is an important part of our country’s 
history and our national identity. All this argues for allowing a reasonable 
amount of immigration to continue.

I propose that we cut legal immigration from the current 1.1 million 
per year to 300,000 per year. This would still be 50% above the average 
level allowed during the four decades prior to 1965. I further recommend 
that we reserve most of these slots for those who most need them: bi- 
national couples who want to marry and settle in this country; refugees 
who cannot return home safely; and spouses, parents, and young children 
who want or need to be reunited. This will allow us to meet some of the 
most important interests involved without undermining our country’s 
economic and ecological well- being. It will allow us to continue to offer 
significant opportunities to poor people from around the world, without 
doing so at the expense of poor American citizens and previous immi-
grants. It will allow for some “new blood” while also helping rein in un-
sustainable population growth.

From 1.1 million to 300,000 annually is a steep cut, but I think the 
case for it is clear. Less sweeping changes are possible. We could, for ex-
ample, cut immigration in half, as recommended in 1997 by the US Com-
mission on Immigration Reform (commonly called the Jordan Commis-
sion after its chairman, liberal icon Barbara Jordan),3 or by even smaller 
amounts. Such measures would slow growing inequality and rapid popu-
lation growth and would to that extent be improvements over current 
policy. But as progressives, we should be committed to reversing these 
trends, not just slowing them down. Accomplishing that will require 
firmer action.

How would such cuts look in detail? As previously discussed, legal 
immigrants enter the United States under a complicated system of quo-
tas and programs, with annual immigration numbers over the past three 
years breaking down approximately as follows4:

Family- sponsored 710,000
Refugees and asylum seekers 160,000
Employment- based 145,000
Diversity programs 50,000
Other minor categories 25,000
Total legal immigration: 1,090,000
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I suggest changing these numbers along these lines:

Family- sponsored 100,000
Refugees and asylum seekers 150,000
Employment- based 50,000
Diversity programs 0
Other minor categories 0
Total legal immigration: 300,000

Let me say a few words about the specific changes proposed, with the 
understanding that they are made within a framework that recognizes the 
need to significantly decrease overall numbers.

For a start, I would keep refugee resettlement numbers at their current 
levels. Doing so will help us continue to fulfill our moral obligation to aid 
legitimate political refugees. This is also a legal obligation under interna-
tional law. The United States is an original signatory to the UN Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, whose article 14 states: “Everyone has the 
right to seek and to enjoy in other countries asylum from persecution.” 
Although this right can often be secured through temporary asylum, con-
ditions in refugees’ countries of origin sometimes demand longer or even 
permanent stays. Rather than create large numbers of “long- term tempo-
rary” residents, it is often better to grant such asylum seekers citizenship 
and help them start new lives in the United States.

Note that the argument above pertains only to legitimate political refu-
gees: those who face persecution in their countries of origin. In recent 
years, there have been numerous proposals to grant refugee status to eco-
nomic migrants and to those said to be displaced by climate change. In 
effect, this would create a legal right for half the world to immigrate into 
the United States, while encouraging developing nations to ignore over-
population. I believe such proposals are largely without merit and discuss 
them more fully in the following chapter. The current level of approxi-
mately 150,000 annual slots for refugees and asylum seekers seems ade-
quate to fulfill our valid responsibilities in this area.

On the other hand, family sponsorship programs, which currently bring 
in more legal immigrants than all other categories put together, have bal-
looned far beyond what is reasonable or ever intended by Congress. These 
programs allow individuals to sponsor brothers, sisters, parents, and adult 
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children for permanent residency, with no limit on the annual numbers. 
As currently constituted these programs encourage endless chain migra-
tion. For example, an immigrant woman might marry a man who is a US 
citizen. They can then sponsor her brothers and sisters for citizenship, 
who can bring over their spouses and children, etc. The current approach 
unfairly skews US immigration toward immigration from a few favored 
countries, particularly Mexico, and toward less- skilled, less- educated im-
migrants. Combined with periodic amnesties, the system also rewards 
people who break US immigration laws, rather than those who play by 
the rules and wait their turn. Many undocumented immigrants have 
sponsored relatives once they themselves were granted amnesty.

To fix this broken system, we should restrict sponsorship to spouses 
and minor children. We should also count all those brought in under 
these programs toward the total number of immigrants allowed in annu-
ally. These changes would focus the programs’ benefits on the people for 
whom they were originally intended: international couples who want to 
get married, and younger children who need to be with their parents for 
their safety and well- being. By restricting it to these cases, we could cut 
back significantly on the total numbers allowed under this category, while 
still allowing legitimate “family reunification.”

The third main category to consider is employment- based immigration. 
This includes those acquiring permanent citizenship and those granted 
“temporary” permission to work in the United States under a dozen or so 
special visas or sector- specific programs (“temporary” is in ironic quota-
tion marks, because most of these workers wind up staying in the United 
States permanently, whether or not they eventually apply for citizenship). 
I would cut this category by roughly two- thirds, to 50,000 slots maxi-
mum. For each slot filled, I would tax employee sponsors $25,000, with 
the proceeds earmarked for education and job training for current US 
citizens.

I believe that employment- driven immigration is largely unnecessary 
in the United States in the twenty- first century. Currently, with 22 million 
Americans unemployed or underemployed, we have more than enough 
workers for the work that is available. Happier economic days may be 
on the way, when there will be a robust demand for more workers over-
all and perhaps an acute need for more workers in particular sectors of 
the economy. When and if those days ever come, however, progressives 
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do not want that demand met too quickly. We want it to generate higher 
wages for American workers. We want difficult or unpleasant jobs— 
collecting garbage or butchering hogs, for instance— to generate a pre-
mium for American workers. We want industry’s need to fill high- tech 
jobs in computer programming and engineering to mean that 55- year- old 
programmers and engineers already here in the US can get a call back 
when they apply for them. If businesses instead want younger workers 
for such jobs, then we want them to pay to create science and technology 
magnet schools in our inner cities, where hundreds of thousands of cre-
ative, intelligent children of color languish for lack of resources and en-
couragement; and we want them to pay for scholarships to send these 
high school graduates on to the nation’s universities.

At the other end of the economy, we would like the need for more 
people to pick cabbages to drive up hourly wages for cabbage- pickers, 
or spur mechanization that makes such jobs superfluous, or convince 
farmers to leave more of their fields fallow. For in the end not every 
need of “the economy” is a need that should be met. Higher wages will 
inevitably mean that some jobs disappear, and there is nothing wrong 
with that. Remember that from an ecological perspective we need less 
economic activity, not more. Not only can we leave some economic 
needs unmet, we must do so in order to solve our ecological problems. 
So to the argument that importing workers with special skills in key 
areas of the economy will help our economy grow more quickly, or that 
bringing in more entrepreneurs from abroad will do so (“what, reduce 
immigration and keep out the next Sergey Brin?”), I respond that we 
do not need a more rapidly growing economy. Rather, we need to tran-
sition to a genuinely sustainable economy and move beyond a fixation 
on growth.

Some immigration reform advocates argue for shifting the mix of im-
migrants from poorly educated, low- skilled applicants to well- educated, 
higher- skilled ones. Skilled immigrants are more economically produc-
tive and less likely to cost taxpayers money in social services. Several 
other nations with high immigration rates, such as Canada, have taken 
this road: more visas for computer programmers and engineers and fewer 
visas for waiters and roofers. If our goals for immigration policy were 
purely selfish and continued rapid economic growth was our main goal, 
then I think this approach might make sense. But rejecting pure selfish-
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ness and the goal of maximizing economic growth, I reject this approach 
to immigration reform.

Taking young, well- educated, highly skilled citizens from poor coun-
tries, “skimming the cream” in this way, is arguably bad for poorer coun-
tries. The resulting brain drain has been extensively documented.5 In 
addition, it’s more generous to give less- favored immigrants a chance. 
Emma Lazarus’ poem says, “Give me your tired, your poor, your huddled 
masses yearning to breathe free,” not “give me your engineers, your com-
puter programmers, your nurses and doctors, yearning to triple their sal-
aries.” In the end, with limited immigration places to distribute, we must 
make a choice: more spots for family reunification and political refugees, 
or more spots for more highly trained, economically valuable migrants. 
Since we have to choose, we should make the more generous choice 
and let poor countries keep the benefits accruing from their own highly 
skilled citizens.

In any case, the American economy is immense and remarkably adap-
tive. It can adjust to more or fewer workers, and to their being paid higher 
or lower wages. It will not grind to a halt if wages increase; after all, his-
torically the economy has not stopped growing during eras of rising 
wages. Nor will it fail to provide us with the necessities of life that will 
always remain in demand. Cutting immigration will not produce empty 
shelves in American supermarkets or rationing at the gas pump.

The final main immigration category, diversity programs, can be dealt 
with briefly. This category is dominated by a “diversity lottery” which 
brings in 50,000 immigrants per year, selected from countries that are 
underrepresented in the total immigrant pool. I believe the diversity 
lottery should be discontinued and this category zeroed out. With the 
curtailment of excessive family- sponsored immigration, the overrepre-
sentation of Latin American countries, which drove the creation of this 
program, would be alleviated. The program gives false hope to too many 
would- be emigrants around the world (the 2013 lottery received nearly 
8 million applications for the 50,000 slots available). Most simply, the 
program presupposes continued mass immigration, which needs to end.

*

The cuts outlined above would allow us to reduce legal immigration into 
the United States to 300,000 people a year. This is the heart of my pro-
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posal, but I suspect some progressives may find the proposal itself heart-
less and recoil from significantly reducing overall immigration numbers. 
I do not deny that reducing immigration in this way will prevent many 
individual immigrants from bettering their lives, but I repeat— any im-
migration policy will necessitate hard choices and trade- offs. If we refuse 
to reduce immigration, then we must accept the economic, demographic, 
and environmental consequences of continued mass immigration, which 
together ensure the failure of the progressive political agenda in the 
United States.

goaL 3:  reDUCe iLLegaL immigraTion

For progressives, one of the hardest aspects of this whole issue involves 
what to do about undocumented immigrants. On the one hand it is clear 
that no coherent policy, even one more expansive than the current one, 
is possible without enforcing immigration laws. That means telling some 
people that they cannot settle in the United States and finding and expel-
ling those who refuse to take “no” for an answer. On the other hand our 
hearts go out to individual illegal immigrants, who in most cases have 
snuck into the United States in order to make better lives for themselves 
and their families, not to cause anyone trouble. We may know that our 
neighbor is in the country illegally, or suspect some of the crew who cut 
the neighbor’s grass. But we wish them well and do not blow the whistle 
on them. I know I don’t.

So, we have some hard choices to make. If you are a progressive and 
you are unconvinced by the body of this book, then you may see no press-
ing need to enforce US immigration laws. You may support an “open 
borders” policy, or at least acquiesce in the lax enforcement we have seen 
during the past forty years. Perhaps, like the editorial board of the New 
York Times, you will indignantly reject the “open borders” tag while label-
ing every attempt to reduce immigration as racist and unjust.6 However, 
if you do see a need to reduce overall immigration, even by less than I 
have proposed, then you are committed to finding some way to fairly 
and efficiently enforce US immigration laws and reduce illegal immigra-
tion. Fortunately, doing so need not involve elaborate high- tech efforts to 
secure our southern border, or futilely trying to track the travels of tens of 
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millions of visitors. Instead, we need to dry up the key resource bringing 
most undocumented immigrants to America: illegally held jobs.

Jobs are the immigration magnet. Make these unavailable and most 
illegal immigration will disappear, without elaborate expense or intru-
sive policing. This can be done, provided we take two steps. First, man-
date use of a national employment verification database for all new hires, 
where employers can quickly and easily verify US citizenship or certifica-
tion to work. Second, strictly enforce existing civil and criminal sanctions 
against employers who hire illegal workers, meting out penalties sufficient 
to deter employers who break the law. For all the Sturm und Drang over 
immigration in recent decades, neither of these common sense policies 
have yet been tried, perhaps because the elites who set government policy 
are afraid they might work.

Regarding the first measure, over the past ten years the federal govern-
ment has spent several hundred million dollars to create the computer-
ized E- Verify database to check work eligibility. According to US Citizen-
ship and Immigration Services, as of November 2012, “More than 409,000 
employers, large and small, across the United States use[d] E- Verify to 
check the employment eligibility of their employees, with about 1,300 
new businesses signing up each week.”7 In fiscal year 2011, the program 
ran more than 17.4 million individual employment queries.8 E- Verify has 
steadily improved in recent years; it now effectively catches most unjus-
tified applications and deters many more, while quickly waiving through 
more than 99% of lawful job applicants. It appears ready to deploy as a 
mandatory national system, which can be further improved for accuracy 
and ease of use in coming years. Nothing stands in the way of requiring 
E- Verify nationally for all new hires right now, except the unwillingness 
of Congress and the Obama administration to require it.

The second measure, serious civil and criminal penalties for employers 
who break the law, also remains to be tried. In response to growing pub-
lic opposition to illegal immigration, the potential penalties for employers 
who hire illegal workers are now impressive, including fines that can total 
in the hundreds of thousands of dollars for major offenders and jail time 
for company executives who encourage immigration fraud. However, in 
their sporadic efforts at workplace enforcement, successive Democratic 
and Republican administrations have failed to seek jail time for em-
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ployers, even those who have been found to have repeatedly and system-
atically broken the law. Meanwhile, the fines meted out have represented 
a small fraction of the profits these businesses have earned by breaking 
the law. Under these circumstances highly publicized workplace raids, 
including several netting thousands of illegal immigrants, have failed to 
effectively deter further lawbreaking by employers. All this could change 
quickly though, should an administration come to power with a real com-
mitment to deterring illegal immigration.

With these two complementary steps in place, we could ratchet back 
efforts to police the US- Mexican border with fences or elaborate elec-
tronic surveillance and return to the traditional, semiporous border that 
has always existed. If some illegal immigrants get across, that will be okay, 
because they will not find jobs. This should avoid pushing people out into 
the desert, where, at the mercy of the elements and unscrupulous crimi-
nals, hundreds have died in recent years. It would also take a big chunk 
of money away from Mexican crime syndicates running undocumented 
immigrants into the United States; allow important wildlife corridors and 
migration routes to remain open, while cutting back on damage done to 
remote natural areas on both sides of the border; and save the American 
people a tremendous amount of money. In a similar manner, deploying 
effective job screening would allow us to streamline our system for moni-
toring visitors who enter the country via our airports and seaports, and 
avoid futile, expensive efforts to track them throughout their stay in the 
United States. Such a system is another boondoggle like the border fence, 
but one that is still in the planning stages and thus able to be headed off 
before it wastes any more funds from US taxpayers.

A focus on employment and employers will also allow us to avoid any 
hint of racial profiling; an objection that has been made, for example, 
against Arizona’s controversial law S.B. 1070. Every new hire would have 
to be run through E- Verify, minimizing the potential for differential treat-
ment or profiling. All Americans, including wealthy business owners and 
corporate executives, would have to follow the rules. In this way Ameri-
cans could have an efficient, fair, and relatively inexpensive system for en-
forcing our immigration laws without the taint of racism.
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goaL 4: TargeTeD amnesTies

Serious efforts to enforce our immigration laws would, in time, create a 
culture where lawfulness was expected and law breaking was condemned 
in the immigration sphere. If we hope to create such an environment, we 
will need to avoid the kinds of mass amnesties for undocumented immi-
grants that Congress passed in 1986 and 1990. Such amnesties were sold 
to the public as part of larger efforts to reduce illegal immigration, but 
instead they clearly encouraged more. When the 1986 amnesty passed, 
granting permanent residency to 3 million illegal immigrants, there were 
an estimated five to six million in the country. Today that number has 
grown to ten to twelve million, spurred in part by the belief among the 
undocumented that if they get jobs, establish residency, have children, or 
simply hang on long enough, another amnesty is coming.

Common sense tells us that we cannot incentivize illegal behavior and 
expect it to diminish. Amnesty proponents have responded by replacing 
the word amnesty with the words earned legalization or similar euphe-
misms. “No one is proposing that anyone be given an amnesty,” they in-
dignantly assert. “These people will have to pay a fine! They will have to 
go all the way to the back of the line and wait years to receive citizenship!” 
This is disingenuous. The big prize here is permanent residency with the 
entitlement to work. A fine of a few hundred or even a few thousand dol-
lars is well worth paying for a privilege that will be worth hundreds of 
thousands of dollars over the average immigrant’s lifetime. No great harm 
is done by postponing official citizenship, as long as he or she can stay in 
the United States and work. Indeed, many immigrants with permanent 
resident status never bother to apply for US citizenship.

So, we must avoid blanket amnesties, and this brings up some hard 
cases. What about children brought illegally into the United States by 
their parents? Parents here illegally whose deportation would separate 
them from their children? What about illegal residents who have lived in 
the United States for many years, paying taxes all the while and otherwise 
following our laws? Here I think some humanitarian leniency is in order, 
even though it means rewarding illegal behavior and makes the creation 
of a culture of lawfulness around immigration that much harder.

In this regard, I favor targeted amnesties that legalize children who 
were brought to the United States by their parents at a young age and who 
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may know no other home. I also support legalizing parents whose young 
children are US citizens, in order to avoid breaking apart these families. 
This would acknowledge important family ties and improve a vulnerable 
population’s security and well- being. However, I would call these actions 
what they are: amnesties, or formal pardons for breaking the law. In order 
to weaken the incentive for further illegal behavior, I would prohibit these 
new citizens from bringing any more relatives into the United States.

I would also explicitly rule out amnesties for other classes of illegal 
residents, including some who have lived in the United States for many 
years. I say this despite my belief that a reasonable argument can be made 
for amnesty for long- term undocumented residents, given long- standing 
US policies that have winked at the breaking of our immigration laws. My 
reason is that a culture of legality must begin somewhere and too many 
exceptions will undermine attempts to create it. Blanket amnesties, such 
as that contained in the Senate’s recent immigration reform bill, would 
clearly weaken future efforts to enforce US immigration laws and should 
be rejected for that reason. Amnesties for one to two million undocu-
mented immigrants are justified, on grounds of justice and practicality, 
while amnesties for ten or twelve million must be rejected for the same 
reasons.

goaL 5:  enD BirThrighT CiTiZenshiP

In line with the goal of creating an immigration regime based on follow-
ing the law, it is time to end “birthright citizenship” for the children of 
people living illegally in the United States. Between 300,000 and 400,000 
children are born to undocumented immigrants in the United States each 
year, while tens of thousands more are born to foreigners just passing 
through the country, whether as tourists, students, or diplomats.9 All 
these children automatically receive US citizenship under current law. 
This both adds significantly to US population growth and incentivizes 
illegal behavior, since having children can often forestall deportation 
when parents are caught in the country illegally.

Most countries around the world restrict birth citizenship to the chil-
dren of current citizens or legal residents. Today the United States and 
Canada stand alone as the only developed nations that continue the out-
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moded policy of granting citizenship to all children born within their 
borders, a policy that made sense in the age of sail, but not in an age of jet 
airplanes and massive illegal immigration. According to one study com-
paring policies around the world:

In recent years, the international trend has been to end universal birth-
right citizenship. Countries that have ended universal birthright citizen-
ship include the United Kingdom, which ended the practice in 1983, Aus-
tralia (1986), India (1987), Malta (1989), Ireland, which ended the practice 
through a national referendum in 2004, New Zealand (2006), and the 
Dominican Republic, which ended the practice in January 2010. The rea-
sons countries have ended automatic birthright citizenship are diverse, but 
have resulted from concerns not all that different from the concerns of 
many in the United States. Increased illegal immigration is the main moti-
vating factor in most countries. Birth tourism was one of the reasons Ire-
land ended automatic birthright citizenship in 2004. If the United States 
were to stop granting automatic citizenship to children of illegal immi-
grants, it would be following an international trend.10

Of course, children born to foreign parents in these countries are not ren-
dered stateless. Instead, they become citizens of their parents’ countries.

Most cases of birthright citizenship in the United States involve a 
single country, Mexico, whose citizens have gotten used to jumping in 
line in front of potential immigrants from other countries. Ending birth-
right citizenship would help end an immigration status quo that is bad 
for both countries, as I argue in the following chapter. In concert with 
my other proposals, ending birthright citizenship would help reduce ille-
gal immigration and create a culture of legality, while costing taxpayers 
less money than we currently spend on fruitless and inept shows of law 
enforcement. It would also go a long way toward restoring fairness and 
workability to our immigration system as a whole.11

goaL 6: aDDress The PUsh faCTors Driving immigraTion

Still, what about those aunts and uncles who will no longer be able to 
move to the United States once we reform our current, flawed “family 
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reunification” policies? What about the waitresses and roofers, vegetable 
pickers and slaughterhouse workers and nurses, who will no longer get 
to emigrate in search of a better economic future? These would- be immi-
grants will have to make a better life for themselves in their home coun-
tries. This always has been the only option for the overwhelming majority 
of the world’s poor. With several billion people around the world living 
in poverty and the world’s population growing by almost 80 million a 
year, mostly in developing countries, allowing one or two million annual 
immigrants into the United States was never a plausible route to ending 
global poverty.

Still, by no means should we turn our backs on the world’s poor. The 
United States remains a wealthy and powerful country. There is a lot we 
can do, individually and collectively, to help people better conditions for 
themselves in their home countries, and a number of counterproductive 
policies we can end that will also improve matters.

In the first place, the United States could negotiate new trade agree-
ments and rework old ones so that they improve economic conditions for 
poor workers in our trading partners’ countries, even if this means slow-
ing rather than increasing the growth of trade. Too often, US trade agree-
ments have sought to maximize the volume of trade regardless of all other 
considerations. Exhibit A is the North American Free Trade Agreement. 
By opening up Mexican markets to cheap US corn and produce, NAFTA 
tossed over a million Mexican farmers off the land in just a few years.12 
Many of these farmers wound up emigrating north in search of work. 
Proponents assert that such “creative destruction” is necessary to get the 
full benefits of free trade, but in countries with large numbers of small 
farmers and large cohorts of young adults already looking for work, poli-
cies that facilitate “rapid modernization of the agricultural sector” may be 
unwise. We live in a world where increased productivity often contributes 
less to human happiness and well- being than continued job availability 
and equitable access to basic resources. By ignoring this, US trade policy 
often harms people in poor countries, giving them increased motivation 
to emigrate.

Second, we could increase and better target development aid to help 
poor people around the world enhance their lives in their own countries. 
Although the United States ranks first globally in total foreign aid dis-
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bursed, we consistently rank last among the major donor nations in for-
eign aid as a percentage of gross national income.13 Worse, too much US 
foreign aid comes in the form of military aid— guns, bombs, or military 
training— which often causes more harm than good. Why waste $50 mil-
lion sending Egypt or Colombia a new fighter plane or a few old bombers, 
when that same $50 million could support five thousand more elemen-
tary school teachers, or provide one thousand scholarships to train new 
doctors in those countries? Wasteful aid funding also goes to ecologically 
harmful mega- projects like new dams and highways, and to subsidize the 
purchase of US agricultural surpluses, harming foreign farmers.

Only a small percentage of American foreign aid appears likely to im-
prove conditions for poor people in the developing world, making them 
less likely to emigrate. Yet in many conversations I’ve had while research-
ing this book, immigrants have told me that they would have preferred 
to stay in their home countries, surrounded by friends and family. Some 
have said they would have been willing to forego considerably higher 
wages in the US in exchange for living decent lives at home.14 Perhaps 
some foreign aid could be specifically targeted at countries from which 
large numbers of people are emigrating, in programs that are designed to 
improve the lives of just those groups or age cohorts who are choosing to 
leave. Perhaps our agricultural aid, which now focuses on hastening agri-
cultural industrialization around the world, should instead focus on help-
ing small farmers stay on the land and farm efficiently and sustainably. 
Certainly US aid for family planning and reproductive health, which has 
declined over the past two decades, should instead be greatly increased, 
perhaps funded by cuts in military aid.15

Third, US foreign policy should be refocused on upholding human 
rights and helping poor people around the world live better lives. Too 
often, particularly during the Cold War, we intervened politically on the 
side of right- wing dictatorships that tyrannized their own poor citizens. 
In some cases, such as El Salvador and Guatemala, American support 
for repressive regimes led directly to large exoduses of political refugees 
into the United States. In other cases, our support for corrupt govern-
ments that denied workers’ rights may also have helped spur emigration; 
at a minimum, our actions did nothing to create conditions that would 
have made emigration from those countries unnecessary. Studies have 
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shown that government corruption is an important factor retarding eco-
nomic growth in many developing countries16; my interviews with immi-
grants from Latin America confirm their sense of crooked systems that 
are stacked against them. This provides a strong incentive for many men 
and women to emigrate, and I can’t blame them. By supporting the rights 
and interests of poor people overseas and encouraging their governments 
to reduce corruption and embrace democracy, we can help create a world 
where fewer people will find it necessary to go into exile in order to live 
decent lives.

In all these ways, the US government could help improve conditions in 
poor countries. In addition, Americans with a particular concern for poor 
people abroad have many private aid organizations that they can sup-
port. Religious and secular charities help to build schools, staff and fund 
hospitals, monitor elections, and otherwise improve lives and opportuni-
ties in the developing world. Such efforts do much good and deserve our 
support. Crucially, we may support these programs without harming our 
poor fellow- citizens at home.

goaL 7:  revisiT anD revise

Although this book is highly critical of mass immigration into the United 
States today, it is focused on our current choices. Nothing I have said nec-
essarily implies negative judgments regarding mass immigration in past 
eras, when economic and social conditions were very different and eco-
logical challenges poorly understood. Similarly, conditions may be vastly 
different in the future. Though it is hard to imagine the trends moving in 
ways that would justify a resumption of mass immigration, it could hap-
pen. Perhaps our country’s fertility rate will drop precipitously (as has 
recently happened in Japan and much of southern Europe) and stay low 
for decades. In that case we might want to ratchet immigration back up. 
On the other hand, economic or ecological deterioration might lead us to 
limit immigration even more sharply.

For these reasons, it is only prudent to periodically revisit immigration 
policy and revise it to further the common good, in line with our guid-
ing principles of justice and sustainability. We should debate immigra-
tion policy freely, making sure that special interests do not hijack policy 
making, as they have so often in the past.
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IMMIGRATION REFORM AND A  

COMPREHENSIVE PROGRESSIVE VISION

At the start of this book, I defined the core political goals of progressiv-
ism as a relatively equal distribution of wealth across society, economic 
security for workers and their families, environmental protection, an end 
to racial prejudice, and maximizing the political power of common citi-
zens while limiting the influence of large corporations. Of course, immi-
gration reform is only one part of a full progressive agenda. But when we 
spell out such an agenda more fully it becomes clearer how the right im-
migration policy can help further it.

Consider first progressivism’s main economic goals: higher incomes, 
more economic security for workers, and greater economic equality 
across society. In pursuit of these goals progressives support strong labor 
unions, increases in the legal minimum wage, universal health care, bank-
ruptcy laws that favor poor debtors rather than their wealthy creditors, 
and steeper progressive taxation. We defend social programs that bene-
fit the working class and middle class, such as Social Security, Medicare, 
and Medicaid, while calling for an end to tax loopholes for the wealthy, 
unnecessary wars, and wasteful, excessive military spending. If revenues 
must be increased to close budget deficits, progressives argue that taxes 
should be raised on the rich.

Reducing immigration will help this progressive economic agenda 
in several ways. Most important, as we have seen, it will tighten labor 
markets and thus raise wages and decrease unemployment, benefiting 
workers across the board but especially poorer workers. It will strengthen 
labor unions by making it harder for companies to “divide and conquer” 
transient workers who may have little in common with one another, or 
may not speak the same language. It will also make it harder to replace 
workers who go out on strike, or who bargain individually for better 
wages or working conditions.

Reducing immigration will also ensure that over time a greater per-
centage of poor US residents are actually citizens. I believe this would 
make a big difference in defending and extending the panoply of pro- 
worker policies detailed above. With citizenship comes the vote. Politi-
cians will be more likely to support economic policies that favor the poor, 
when the poor have something to give them in exchange. Because they 
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do not have much money, it’s imperative that politicians covet their votes. 
Currently the average salary of US residents is significantly lower than 
the average salary of eligible voters, skewing policy- making even further 
toward benefiting the wealthy.

When large percentages of poorer workers are noncitizens, this under-
mines progressive policy initiatives in further ways. During recent de-
bates over universal health care, for example, the argument was often 
made that many of the uninsured were in the United States illegally and 
so did not deserve coverage. This was used to disparage the whole initia-
tive. In a similar way, arguments to raise the minimum wage are some-
times rejected on the grounds that they would primarily benefit immi-
grants, who, while poorly paid by American standards, are doing much 
better than they would have in their countries of origin. These examples 
show how mass immigration can undermine solidarity among different 
classes and lead to greater acceptance of economic inequality. When I 
tell students in my ethics classes that waiters and waitresses in Denmark 
and Germany get four to six weeks of paid vacation a year, they find it 
amazing. Often they seem to find it disturbing: out of the natural order 
of things. It seems likely that mass immigration plays a role in reinforc-
ing their belief that many menial jobs should not command good bene-
fits or middle- class wages, just as the fact that Danes and Germans more 
often see their fellow citizens working in these jobs probably plays a role 
in their belief that these workers are entitled to good wages and benefits. 
In all these ways, reducing immigration will enable a progressive eco-
nomic agenda.

Next, consider progressivism’s main environmental goals. These in-
clude limiting air and water pollution, using resources sustainably, cre-
ating pleasant, green towns with bicycle lanes and livable, uncrowded 
cities with good mass transit. They also include preserving other species 
by securing wildlife habitat in parks, refuges, and wilderness areas. As 
we have seen, increasing human numbers makes all these goals harder 
to achieve. More people lead to more pollution and crowding, more con-
crete and asphalt. More people reduce the habitat available for other 
species and the space available for those seeking solitude. More people 
mean fewer natural resources to share per person. Crucially, mass immi-
gration means more people: a lot more people. That’s why American en-
vironmentalists should support immigration reduction.
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I know that talking about immigration makes many environmentalists 
uncomfortable. But we need to remember that we are not winning the 
battle for nature, and the stakes are high. A massive Millennium Ecosystem 
Assessment, sponsored by the United Nations and involving over 1,300 ex-
perts, stated in 2005: “At the heart of this assessment is a stark warning. 
Human activity is putting such strain on the natural functions of the earth 
that the ability of the planet’s ecosystems to sustain future generations can 
no longer be taken for granted.”17 Given mounting evidence that human 
beings are stressing Earth’s ecosystems to the breaking point and given 
the central role the United States will play in creating or failing to create 
an ecologically sustainable world, environmentalism in the United States 
must succeed. It makes little sense to create even longer odds for ourselves 
by remaining silent about excessive immigration.

The progressive political agenda also includes a strong commitment 
to racial equality. That means an end to all race- based discrimination 
through active enforcement of anti- discrimination laws. It means ensur-
ing that economic and educational opportunities are open to all, regard-
less of race or ethnic background. For much of the past century, it has 
meant a special concern among progressives for improving conditions for 
African Americans. It should disturb us when any racial or ethnic group 
is doing much worse than society as a whole.

Progressives need not compromise our anti- racist commitments when 
it comes to immigration policy. Efforts to reduce illegal immigration 
should avoid tactics that could lead to racial profiling, such as mass sweeps 
through immigrant- heavy neighborhoods. Instead we should mandate 
the use of an effective employee verification system for all new job hires, 
regardless of the race or ethnicity of potential employees, and monitor 
the compliance of employers, again universally, without regard to race or 
ethnicity. Similarly, we should avoid favoring particular racial or ethnic 
groups when allocating legal immigration slots, as current family reuni-
fication policies favor Hispanic immigrants at the expense of candidates 
from the rest of the world. Instead, we should dispense such places solely 
on the basis of demonstrated need or potential contributions to society.

If we want to avoid racial profiling and other heavy- handed law en-
forcement, the key is to dry up the jobs that are encouraging illegal immi-
gration through mandatory, universal, nondiscriminatory employment 
verification. No neighborhood sweeps, no asking random people off the 
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street or in their cars to “see their papers.” If immigrant advocates still 
object to this proposal, we can reasonably conclude that what they really 
object to is enforcing our immigration laws. Indeed, defenders often por-
tray undocumented immigrants as victims of racial discrimination solely 
on the basis of their being charged with violating immigration law, and 
call those who want the laws enforced racists.18 Instead of ratcheting up 
the invective and inflaming racial tensions in this way, I think people of 
good will should look for solutions that dial such rhetoric back. Instead 
of creating a new class of racial victims, we would probably all be better 
off trying to create a society that moves beyond racial animosities to the 
degree that we can and that treats everyone fairly and equally, while still 
enforcing necessary laws.

I believe my immigration proposals would do just that. In addition, re-
ducing immigration would help improve conditions for African Ameri-
cans, a cause for which many progressives feel a special responsibility, 
given our country’s shameful history of slavery and segregation. In recent 
decades, growing numbers of African Americans have taken advantage of 
new opportunities to join the middle class, pursuing careers in business 
and the professions that were largely unavailable to earlier generations. 
Meanwhile many others have remained poor, kept down partly by the 
structural economic trends we discussed in previous chapters. It is this 
group that could be greatly helped by reduced immigration, as econo-
mists Vernon Briggs, George Borjas, and Steven Shulman have shown.19 
As markets for unskilled labor tightened up, the labor of low- income 
people of color would be in greater demand, leading to more job oppor-
tunities and higher wages. As markets for skilled labor tightened up, in-
centives would increase for society to better educate African American 
children. Given that our country’s willingness to use government power 
to help poor people seems to have waned in recent decades, we have all 
the more reason to reduce immigration and get labor markets working 
to reduce poverty.

Instead, before Americans have dealt fairly with our oldest and most 
impoverished underclass, we seem bent on creating another, Hispanic 
one: relatively poor, relatively poorly educated, and apparently less up-
wardly mobile than some other ethnic groups.20 Beyond its contributions 
to economic inequality, this path also seems likely to heighten ethnic and 
racial tensions unnecessarily. Rather than continue to build a poor Latin 
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American underclass, our country would probably do better to reduce 
immigration, the better to economically assimilate the tens of millions of 
new Hispanic citizens we have added over the past forty years.21 Moving 
as many recent immigrants and their children as possible into the middle 
class could help us achieve a less racially polarized future.

Here we come to the last key element in the progressive vision: em-
powering common citizens and revitalizing our democracy. We must 
limit the power of corporations and the power of money, corporate and 
individual, to decide elections and to corrupt government decision- 
making. This includes decisions regarding immigration policy. As a first 
step to reining in corporations, we should take the power of chartering 
them away from the states, with their race to the bottom in terms of social 
accountability, and instead require federal registration governed by uni-
form federal laws. These should set high standards regarding transpar-
ency, legality, and ecological sustainability— and make explicit that these 
are legitimate corporate goals that are not trumped by profit making.

Such changes to corporate governance, while crucial to reforming our 
corrupt politics, are not directly tied to immigration policy. However, en-
acting them would probably help in reforming that policy, because while 
most Americans favor reducing immigration or keeping it at current 
levels, corporations have repeatedly and successfully lobbied to expand 
it.22 Interestingly, there seems to be a “corporate consensus” on this issue. 
Whether they are progressive or reactionary on other issues, corporate 
leaders tend to favor immigration policies that generate more consumers 
and cheaper labor. In recent decades, corporate interests have consistently 
won out over the interests of citizens in setting immigration levels.

The flip side of decreasing the power of corporations is increasing po-
litical opportunities for citizens. Another important way that mass im-
migration arguably undermines citizen power is demographically, as 
population growth makes each individual citizen less important. In 1800, 
members of the House of Representatives represented on average 33,000 
constituents. Today each Congressman or Congresswoman represents 
about 710,000 constituents— over twenty- one times as many. Clearly the 
value of any one individual’s vote declined during this time. The chances 
that the average person might meet his or her Congressman, much less 
influence their vote, declined as well.

In response some might say, “That ship has sailed,” and it’s true that 



202

CHAPTER NINE

we are not going back to the time when a Congressman might stand by 
the ballot box in his home town in Virginia or New Hampshire and per-
sonally thank a small but significant percentage of the voters who elected 
him to Congress. Yet perhaps we do not want that ship to sail ever further 
in the same direction, because numbers still make a difference. Consider 
an example.

Here in Fort Collins, I know my state representative and state senator 
personally. We have discussed forest management issues, state funding 
for education, immigration policy, and other matters numerous times. 
Whether this has ever swayed one of their votes, I cannot say with cer-
tainty. But I’ve appreciated the opportunity to bend their ears, just as they 
seem to have appreciated my willingness to introduce them to some of my 
neighbors, so they could ask for their votes. Such small- scale democracy 
is a lot more possible today in Colorado than in California, because each 
Colorado state representative represents 66,000 people on average, while 
each California state representative represents about 423,000 people. It 
is even more possible in Vermont, with only 4000 constituents per state 
representative.23 I’m reasonably sure that Colorado is not going to turn 
into Vermont, but I do not want to see it “Californicated” either. Unfortu-
nately, at current rates of growth Colorado’s population may reach Cali-
fornia’s present population by the time my grandchildren are old enough 
to vote.

The more people, the more we will have to be governed, rather than 
self- governed. The more people, the more money talks, rather than the 
people themselves. Would my state representative have valued my walk-
ing him around my neighborhood, if he had to chase ten or twenty times 
as many voters in order to get elected? He might have preferred instead 
to work the phones calling wealthy donors in search of cash to pay for 
repetitive but more efficient media buys. I do not want to exaggerate: re-
ducing immigration and stabilizing our population are not panaceas for 
the inevitable limitations of living in an immense representative democ-
racy. But given the fact that population growth magnifies these limita-
tions, we need to ask whether the time has finally arrived to end such 
growth. Especially since, as I have repeatedly emphasized, population 
growth is not inevitable, but a choice.
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CONCLUSION

The recommendations outlined in this chapter provide a fair and work-
able framework for a twenty- first- century immigration system focused 
on furthering the common good. Immigration policy should be made 
with the interests of all Americans in mind, but especially poor Ameri-
cans, young Americans, and future Americans. Not just the wealthy few, 
who already are coddled by both Democrats and Republicans. We don’t 
need to further empower our corporate class, who have had great success 
driving down wages for workers in recent decades and do not need any 
more help from our politicians. Done right, immigration reform could 
help create a significantly more egalitarian and just America.
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 OBJECTIONS

Having detailed my recommendations for reforming United States im-
migration policy in the previous chapter, this one considers some of the 
most important remaining objections to my proposals. I’ve already con-
sidered the main economic objections to reducing immigration into the 
United States (see chapters 4 and 5), as well as many of the objections 
environmentalists tend to raise against limiting immigration to promote 
ecological sustainability (see especially chapter 7). But I suspect that even 
if they agree that the economic and environmental objections have been 
fully met, many progressives will still feel uncomfortable with signifi-
cantly reducing immigration into the United States. Reducing immigra-
tion, even limiting immigration at all, just does not strike many progres-
sives as fair or compassionate.

As I wrote the first draft of this chapter in spring 2013, the US Con-
gress was considering the first fundamental changes to federal immi-
gration policy in twenty years. Political progressives, for the most part, 
pushed for greatly increased immigration, and their remarks on the topic 
suggested that many of them saw most limitations on immigration as 
fundamentally unjust. For example, like me, my congressional represen-
tative Jared Polis, a liberal Democrat, sees the presence of ten to twelve 
million undocumented immigrants in the United States as a problem. But 
for Representative Polis, the problem is not a past failure to enforce immi-
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gration laws, or the resultant downward pressure on working- class wages; 
instead, it is that enforcing immigration laws cruelly breaks apart families 
and foolishly keeps businesses from hiring all the workers they need. He 
believes this problem can best be rectified by legalizing almost all illegal 
immigrants currently in the United States and greatly expanding legal im-
migration, so individuals and businesses are not “forced to break the law” 
in pursuit of their goals.1 As I found when I visited his Washington office, 
he and his chief immigration staffer honestly believe that this constitutes 
the moral approach to immigration reform, in contrast to what they see 
as selfish, immoral proposals to deport undocumented immigrants, or 
keep out of the country people who just want to better their lives and the 
lives of their families.2

Such beliefs are widely shared among political progressives; hence it 
remains to consider the main moral arguments against reducing immi-
gration into the United States. I do not have the space to consider all pos-
sible moral objections. But in what follows, I hope to provide plausible 
responses to the most common and important ones, and to establish a 
general moral justification for limiting immigration from one country 
into another. As with previous discussions of economic and environ-
mental objections, considering the moral objections to immigration re-
duction can help clarify the necessary moral commitments and practical 
goals of a progressive politics. As before, this increased clarity will come 
largely from more fully and honestly considering the role that limits must 
play in guiding our policy decisions.

Note once again that I do not claim that my plan would do away with 
the need for hard choices or trade- offs between conflicting goods. No im-
migration policy can do that. And bear in mind that plausible objections 
to some of my specific recommendations do not, by themselves, constitute 
compelling arguments for their alternatives. There is a particularly mis-
leading way of discussing immigration policy, in which speakers throw 
up objection after objection to proposals to limit immigration: noting dif-
ficulties in implementation, pointing out negative consequences for one 
interest group or another, hoping that any objection, no matter how weak, 
will “stick” and thus carry the argument with listeners. But in the end, any 
immigration policy will benefit some people at the expense of others. We 
have to pick numbers, specify categories for admission, decide which im-
migration laws to pass and how seriously we want them enforced. I am 
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convinced that readers who consider the policy alternatives with a view 
to which ones are most likely to further progressive political goals, will 
come back to my proposal with a greater willingness to consider ways that 
it might be modified to meet their objections.

With those caveats in mind, let’s consider the most substantive moral 
objections to my proposal. That proposal can be summarized as follows: 
cut legal immigration to 300,000 per year; reduce illegal immigration by 
enacting a universal, mandatory, secure employee identification program 
for all new hires and aggressively pursuing employers who hire people to 
work illegally; and help would- be immigrants live better lives in their own 
countries through smart, sustainable trade policies and generous, well- 
tailored foreign aid programs.

MORAL OBJECTIONS: RIGHTS

Perhaps the most important objections raised against restrictive immi-
gration policies are that they are unjust, because they are unfair to poten-
tial immigrants. One concise way of stating this is to say that would- be 
immigrants have a right to live and work in the United States. While some 
immigrants’ rights proponents argue for abolishing national borders al-
together, most assert a general human right to freely move and settle 
without regard to national borders, subject to reasonable government re-
strictions to keep out criminals and prevent gross harms to receiving soci-
eties. For example, philosopher Manuel Velasquez affirms such a right in 
his article “Immigration: Is Exclusion Just?” He argues that in a globalized 
world, “national borders have become an obstacle to serving the pressing 
needs— arising out of economic destitution and political persecution— 
that afflict inhabitants of less developed countries. These needs can be 
alleviated by opening our borders. We have no moral right to maintain a 
closed system of national borders in the face of such need.”3

This is indeed a radical proposal, since a general right to immigrate 
does not exist currently in American law. The Constitution names no 
right to immigrate and the Supreme Court has consistently upheld the 
federal government’s right to regulate and limit immigration into the 
country. Neither does such a right exist in international law. The UN 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights does not assert a general human 
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right to immigrate into the country of one’s choice, nor do other major 
framework international rights treaties.4 Article 13 of the UN Declara-
tion asserts: “Everyone has the right to freedom of movement and resi-
dence within the borders of each state” (emphasis added). Here the right 
of movement and residence is clearly limited to a citizen’s home coun-
try. Article 14 asserts: “Everyone has the right to seek and to enjoy in 
other countries asylum from persecution.” But this is a right to tempo-
rary refuge, not permanent settlement, and in any case most immigrants 
to the United States are not fleeing persecution but trying to better their 
lives economically. Hence the right of asylum does not come close to jus-
tifying their right to immigrate into the United States.

Proponents of a general right to immigrate, then, claim first and pri-
marily the existence of a moral right to immigrate freely across borders. 
Second, they claim that national laws should be amended accordingly to 
better harmonize with the legitimate claims of morality: that a legal right 
to immigrate should be affirmed. Let’s focus on the primary claim and 
ask: what arguments do proponents provide for their assertion of a moral 
right to immigrate freely (or relatively freely) across national borders?

Political philosopher Chandran Kukathas gives what he calls a “lib-
eral egalitarian” argument for open borders. From a proper universal-
istic moral point of view, Kukathas maintains, citizens of rich countries 
have no special claims to the resources and opportunities into which they 
have been born. “Egalitarianism demands that the earth’s resources be 
distributed as equally as possible,” he writes, “and one particularly effec-
tive mechanism for facilitating this is freedom of movement.” Egalitarians 
want to equalize not just resources, but opportunities. Allowing people 
to migrate from poor, overcrowded countries with high unemployment 
and little chance for economic advancement to wealthier, less crowded 
countries equalizes opportunities. “Our starting point,” Kukathas sug-
gests, “should be a recognition of our common humanity and the idea 
that both the resources of the earth and the cooperation of our fellows are 
things to which no one has any privileged entitlement.” For these reasons, 
“the movement of peoples should be free.”5

This is a powerful argument for many progressives, since it rests on 
egalitarian values that we tend to share. It also relies on the common 
thought: “what right do I have to shut the door on people who are just as 
good as I am and who, through no fault of their own, have been born into 
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less happy circumstances?” Kukathas’ argument may speak particularly 
strongly to political moderates who feel some sympathy with egalitarian-
ism, but not enough to do anything about it personally. For it says to rela-
tively wealthy Americans, “You do not have to give up anything yourself 
to help poor foreigners live better lives. You can fulfill any moral obliga-
tions you may have toward them by allowing them to come here and cut 
your grass, cook your food, and diaper your children.”

Nevertheless, there are good reasons to reject the liberal egalitarian 
argument for open borders. Because rights help allocate scarce goods, any 
rights claim must be tested against its effects on all interested parties— 
not just the parties pressing the claim. Even widely accepted, fundamen-
tal human rights must be balanced against other rights and other impor-
tant interests when it comes to their implementation. Such considerations 
count heavily against open borders.6

As we have seen, current levels of immigration into the United States 
are leading to a larger population, which makes it much harder to share 
the landscape generously with nonhuman beings. Allowing a general right 
to immigrate into the United States would greatly accelerate this process. 
With open borders the interests of nonhuman nature would be sacrificed 
completely to the interests of people. The economic interests of would- be 
immigrants would trump the very existence of many nonhuman organ-
isms, endangered species, and wild places in the United States.

Like many immigrants’ rights advocates, Kukathas can accept this 
trade- off; he may not even be aware of it. As the previous quotes illustrate, 
he sees nature essentially as “the earth’s resources.” The only question to 
ask about them is how people may divide them up fairly and efficiently. 
In seeking to make sense of Australian environmentalists’ arguments for 
limiting immigration, for example, Kukathas speaks about their worries 
that “parks and sewerage services” will be degraded, a revealingly soulless 
locution.7 His approach sees no value to the Earth beyond what humans 
can take from it.

But those of us who reject this anthropocentric perspective must con-
sider the interests of the nonhuman beings who would be displaced by an 
ever- increasing human presence. I myself believe that the human appro-
priation of natural landscapes has progressed so far in the United States 
that any further appropriation is unjust toward other species; if anything, 
Americans should scale back our overall ecological footprint and leave 
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more habitat and essential resources for other species.8 Some readers may 
find this position extreme. But if so, I ask: how many other species must 
we drive extinct, before you will agree that we have taken too much?

There is room for disagreement here. However, it is important to real-
ize that accepting a general right to immigrate leaves no room to take 
other species’ continued existences seriously, in the United States or else-
where, since it ensures that the human appropriation of nature will con-
tinue to increase. The logical end point of this is a country filled to burst-
ing with people and our economic life- support systems (farms, factories, 
roads, reservoirs, channelized “rivers” turned on and off like taps) and 
whatever other species can survive in our tamed and “working” land-
scapes (lots of squirrels and cockroaches, perhaps three or four warbler 
species rather than the dozens existing today, no wolves or bears, etc.). 
For this reason alone, this right should be rejected.

Similarly, allowing a general right to immigrate would conflict with the 
rights of poorer Americans to a fair share of the wealth generated each 
year in the United States and violate their reasonable expectation that the 
US government should work for their economic well- being. The argu-
ment for this was fully developed in chapters 3 through 5. While highly 
educated, well- trained Americans might still do fine under an “open bor-
ders” scenario, at least for a few years, exposing less- favored Americans 
to direct competition from hundreds of millions of poorly educated, low- 
skilled workers from around the globe would be disastrous, swamping 
any efforts to bargain for or legislate higher wages and setting off a race 
to the bottom among businesses focused primarily on increased profits.

A general right to immigrate also would conflict with American citi-
zens’ right to self- government. Immigration can change the character of 
a society, for better or worse; large- scale immigration can change a so-
ciety quickly, radically, and irrevocably. Since self- government is a fun-
damental and well- established human right, the citizens of particular na-
tions arguably should retain, through their elected officials, significant 
control over immigration policies. As Michael Walzer puts it in an influ-
ential discussion on immigration: “Admission and exclusion are at the 
core of communal independence. They suggest the deepest meaning of 
self- determination. Without them, there could not be communities of 
[a specific] character, historically stable, ongoing associations of men and 
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women with some special commitment to one another and some special 
sense of their common life.”9

The citizens of a nation may work hard to create particular kinds of 
societies: societies that are sustainable, for example, or that limit inequali-
ties of wealth, or that treat women and men as equals. They typically de-
velop feelings of affiliation and social commitments that have great value 
in themselves and that enable communal projects that create further 
value. It seems wrong to suggest that these achievements, which may 
provide meaning, secure justice, or contribute substantially to people’s 
quality of life, must be compromised because people in other countries 
are having too many children, or have failed to create decent societies 
themselves. It is unjust to create a new right that undermines the self- 
government of others. Instead, would- be immigrants need to take up re-
sponsibilities for self- government that they and their leaders have ne-
glected in their own countries.10

Environmentalists also worry that increasing human numbers will 
rob future generations of their right to enjoy a healthy environment 
with its full complement of native species. Over the past dozen years, as 
I’ve watched increasing numbers of people displace wildlife along Colo-
rado’s Front Range, I have often recalled this rueful passage from Henry 
Thoreau’s journal, as he reflected on his own Massachusetts landscape:

When I consider that the nobler animals have been exterminated here, I 
cannot but feel as if I lived in a tamed, and, as it were, emasculated coun-
try . . . I take infinite pains to know the phenomena of the spring, thinking 
that I have here the entire poem, and then, to my chagrin, I hear that it is 
but an imperfect copy that I possess and have read, that my ancestors have 
torn out many of the first leaves and grandest passages, and mutilated it 
in many places.11

I believe that like Thoreau, my descendants will “wish to know an en-
tire heaven and an entire earth.” Since a growing population undermines 
the right of future Americans to enjoy a safe, clean environment and to 
know and explore wild nature, we must reject a general right to freely im-
migrate into the United States.

To summarize: for American progressives, the rights of our fellow 
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citizens, the interests of nonhuman nature, the responsibility of self- 
government, and our concern for future generations all come together 
in efforts to create a just and sustainable society. Because we take these 
efforts seriously and because they cannot succeed without limiting im-
migration, we must reject a general right to immigrate into the United 
States.

This discussion does not deny the importance of human rights. Rather, 
it presupposes their importance. Rights allow us to protect important 
human interests and create egalitarian societies that maximize opportuni-
ties for people to flourish. I believe rights are justified ultimately because 
they contribute to such human flourishing.12 But not all rights claims are 
justified. When such claims are pressed so far that their recognition would 
undermine human or nonhuman flourishing, we should reject them.13

Note, too, that I do not deny the right of legitimate refugees to asylum 
from persecution, both as a matter of morality and of binding interna-
tional law. The United States, like all states that are members of the United 
Nations and signatories to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, is 
obligated to provide such refuge. My immigration reform proposal takes 
this commitment into account. However, the refuge provided may often 
be temporary, and in any case, only about 10% of annual immigrants into 
the United States are asylum seekers or refugees.

MORAL OBJECTIONS: WELFARE

The considerations above suggest that there is no general right to immi-
grate into the United States (or anywhere else). Still, even if no such gen-
eral right exists, there might still be good moral reasons for continuing 
the permissive mass immigration status quo, or even enlarging it. Con-
sider the following welfare- based argument.14

Over a million people immigrate into the United States each year and 
clearly the majority believe they will improve their own or their families’ 
welfare by doing so. Otherwise they wouldn’t come. Immigrants may find 
educational, vocational, or other personal opportunities in the United 
States that they would otherwise be denied. Immigrants coming from 
some countries may significantly improve their own or their families’ 
health and longevity. All else being equal, the potential improvements 
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in would- be immigrants’ welfare seem to make a powerful argument for 
continuing to allow mass immigration.

The problem, as I have already shown, is that all else is not equal.15 
Whatever may once have been the case, today mass immigration drives 
down the wages of working- class Americans and increases economic in-
equality in the United States. It threatens the very existence of many non-
human species and compromises future generations’ right to a decent en-
vironment, both here and abroad. It makes it easier for wealthy elites in 
other countries to ignore the conditions that are driving so many people 
to emigrate in the first place. For all these reasons, the welfare argument 
does not make a convincing case for continuing high levels of immigra-
tion. Indeed, I believe current immigration levels are so harmful to the 
welfare of nonhuman beings and poor Americans that our immigration 
policy is unjust toward those two groups.16

Still, immigration’s benefits to new immigrants remain substantial, and 
welfare arguments of the sort we are considering cannot be ignored by 
good progressives. While they do not justify continued mass immigra-
tion, they do make the case for some immigration, provided it can be ac-
commodated with justice toward all concerned and without undermining 
ecological sustainability. I have tried to make just such a place for a re-
duced immigration in my proposal.

Such welfare arguments also point to a responsibility, not to immi-
grants per se, but to people around the globe who live in poverty, inse-
curity, and injustice. Even the most generous immigration policies will 
not help most of them, since only a small percentage can conceivably 
emigrate from their home countries and the worst off rarely have the re-
sources to do so. The wealthy people of the world— including not just citi-
zens of “the West,” but hundreds of millions of people in the developing 
world itself— owe the world’s poor people something. I’m not speaking 
here of just the lucky few millions who manage to emigrate to the West, 
but of the billions who will have to sink or swim where they are. Just what 
do we owe them?

In One World: The Ethics of Globalization, Peter Singer argues that the 
developed nations can and should increase and better target foreign aid 
to improve conditions for poor people overseas. I find Singer’s arguments 
convincing and have included such a component in my own proposal for 
reforming immigration policy. Less valuable is Singer’s silence, typical 
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among progressives, regarding what wealthy people within the developing 
nations themselves owe the poor: a fairer distribution of wealth and po-
litical power, and greater opportunities for economic advancement. Too 
often, these elites instead give their fellow citizens a strong shove toward 
the exits. In response, I propose that encouraging economic equality and 
opportunity in other lands be made a cornerstone of US foreign policy, 
replacing our current emphasis on increasing the volume of international 
trade. There are limits to what the United States can accomplish in these 
areas: the primary responsibility to create economically just and flourish-
ing nations rests with the citizens of those nations themselves.17 But what 
we can do, through diplomacy and foreign aid, we indeed have an obliga-
tion to do. And where our actions or policies actually serve to undermine 
those efforts, as with the immigration status quo, we should change them.

Views about the proper scope of our global obligations, the best ways 
to fulfill them, and how to balance them with our obligations to our fel-
low citizens, are likely to vary widely. However, most progressives tend to 
agree with me that wealthy people, West and East, have a prima facie duty 
to share some of our wealth and help the world’s poor people live better 
lives. Rather than try to justify this duty, I conclude this section with three 
brief comments on its proper scope and pursuit.

First, mass immigration is neither a sufficient nor an efficient means of 
meeting it. Inviting the world’s poor to America to become our servants 
is no substitute for helping them create safe, just, flourishing societies 
where they live. Even taking the most positive view possible of its effects 
on immigrants, mass immigration does little for the vast majority of the 
world’s poor. One caveat is that remittances from workers in the United 
States can be an important source of income for immigrants’ families 
back home. But these economic benefits must be weighed against the 
dispersal and breakup of families through immigration, which is an im-
portant social cost. They also must be weighed against the cost of en-
abling these sender countries’ continued failure to create just and sustain-
able societies. Remember, the 1% don’t just live in America, but in China, 
India, and Mexico, too.

Second, serious progressives will not allow efforts to help poor people 
overseas run roughshod over our commitments to ecological sustain-
ability or to economic justice for our fellow citizens. It is true that the 
serious and immediate needs of asylum seekers may sometimes overrule 
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our prima facie duties to protect nature or to further a more egalitarian 
distribution of wealth in our own society. But committed progressives 
cannot interpret our duties to foreigners in ways that make our duties to 
our fellow citizens impossible to fulfill. This rules out immigration as a 
cheap form of foreign aid.

Third, fortunately, our prima facie duty to help the world’s poor may 
be pursued in ways that do not undermine efforts to meet our prima facie 
environmental and social duties. The United States government should 
be much more generous and intelligent with development aid to poor 
countries (as we have seen, America ranks at the bottom among Western 
democracies in per capita foreign aid and much of this comes as military 
aid that actually harms poor people). It should fully fund international 
family planning efforts, which help both poor people and the environ-
ment. It should set trade policies to benefit workers and protect nature, 
rather than to maximize trade. The United States should pressure for-
eign governments to respect their citizens’ rights, as mandated by inter-
national law, and change any US policies that undermine other countries’ 
efforts to create more just or sustainable societies. Individual Americans 
should support charities with effective international aid programs, such 
as Oxfam and the United Nations Children’s Fund. We should culti-
vate personal and professional friendships across borders, in an effort to 
understand and appreciate our fellow human beings from every nation.

All these efforts and more may be taken up without embracing mass 
immigration. Mass immigration is no substitute for such efforts. Most 
important, endless population growth and flooded labor markets are in-
compatible with creating just, sustainable, flourishing societies here in the 
United States and around the world.

ARE BORDERS BAD?

There is a visceral sense among many progressives that borders are bad. 
Borders limit people, keeping them from going where and doing what 
they want. They separate people, interfering with personal plans and the 
development of international understanding. They seem to emphasize 
possessiveness— this country is mine— which is a quality that progres-
sives tend to dislike, often equating it with selfishness. As Michael Kellett, 
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the forest activist from Massachusetts, put it: “If we don’t allow immi-
grants into the US, then we are walling ourselves off and floating above 
the increasing morass of humanity everywhere else. . . . Walling ourselves 
off is not a solution.”18

Still, borders have their uses. Many homeowners have a fence around 
the yard, and I guess that few people reading this book allow strangers to 
come and go as they please through their homes. The obvious reason is 
that private households provide us with important benefits. Beyond the 
various material possessions they allow us to enjoy, there is the control of 
key living spaces, which helps us live the kinds of lives we want to live, and 
the space and time necessary to focus on our most important relation-
ships. All these good things would be devalued or made impossible by an 
“open door” policy— although a judicious hospitality enhances our en-
joyment of them. Even Michael Kellett, when pressed, had to admit that 
while he was not comfortable “walling people out” of the United States, 
he did want to wall off sections of the Maine woods from development 
(“That’s survival of the planet itself,” he told me).19

Are there certain national “possessions” that would be threatened by 
an open borders policy, or by a too generous hospitality? I believe there 
are and that truly appreciating, enjoying, and protecting these things is, 
perhaps regrettably, inseparable from limiting access to them. These pos-
sessions include:

 • A material prosperity that is widely shared, where no one who is willing 
to work for a living falls below a basic living standard.

 • A political system with opportunities for power and influence at a 
number of levels, where an individual’s efforts can occasionally make a 
difference.

 • Comradeship and concern for our fellow citizens, which is both good 
in itself and necessary for the better working of society. This includes 
the willingness to tax ourselves to provide for the common good and to 
support people who cannot adequately support themselves.

 • Natural areas that can become ecologically degraded if forced to 
accommodate too many visitors, and wildlife that can become rare or 
extinct if its habitat is destroyed to accommodate more people. Aldo 
Leopold called these America’s “Great Possessions,” which was one of 
his working titles for A Sand County Almanac.
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A relatively egalitarian society. Self- government. Social solidarity. Ac-
cess to wild nature. These are indeed great possessions that we would do 
well to safeguard as we design immigration policy. These goods are social 
achievements that each generation may sustain and build on, or allow 
to diminish and decay. Feeling possessive about them is part of an intel-
ligent citizenship. Far from selfishness, working to protect our descen-
dants’ access to such possessions actually manifests our altruism. Those 
who would diminish future generations’ access to these goods in an at-
tempt to help poor people from other lands should at least acknowledge 
what they are asking Americans to give up.

Still, there remains a nagging sense among many progressives that 
borders are morally irrelevant. In an article titled “Patriotism and Cos-
mopolitanism,” Martha Nussbaum accuses patriotic nationalists of sub-
stituting “a colorful idol for the substantive universal values of justice 
and right.” All human beings, simply as human beings, have equal moral 
value, she asserts. Morality involves recognizing this universal value and 
acting upon it, often in the face of surface differences or particular loyal-
ties that obscure it. The boundaries of a nation are “morally arbitrary.” 
“Why should we think of people from China as our fellows the minute 
they dwell in a certain place, namely the United States, but not when they 
dwell in a certain other place, namely China?” Nussbaum asks. “What 
is it about the national boundary that magically converts people toward 
whom we are both incurious and indifferent into people to whom we have 
duties of mutual respect?”20

These are important questions, if a bit tendentiously stated. I answer, 
first, that American patriots should not be incurious or indifferent toward 
foreigners; that is a straw man argument. As Stephen Nathanson notes, 
“Exclusive concern for one’s own country is not a necessary part of patri-
otism.”21 We may care more about our fellow citizens, while still showing 
reasonable concern for people living in other countries. Second, Chinese 
people who legally immigrate to the United States become our fellow citi-
zens, for whom we have special responsibilities by virtue of that tie. Such 
responsibilities include ensuring they have equal protection under our 
laws, taxing ourselves to provide them with access to health care when 
they are sick, etc. In return, foreign- born Americans agree to take on 
those same civic responsibilities when they become citizens. Third, such 
responsible citizenship does not appear “magically.” It must be cultivated; 
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its absence has deleterious consequences, for society as a whole but par-
ticularly for its less fortunate members; and for that reason, we should 
think twice before undermining it, even unintentionally. Fourth, divid-
ing the world up into smaller units called nations is one way to facilitate 
real, effective citizenship and mutual responsibility for one another in an 
immense world of over seven billion people. Similarly, knowledge and 
devotion to particular landscapes makes environmentalism possible. We 
are rightly admonished to “think globally and act locally.”

The hard truths behind Nussbaum’s jibe at “morally arbitrary” bound-
aries are that they do lead to differential concern and action on behalf of 
others, and they do perpetuate differential access to resources. Borders 
can lock in place the failures of societies, and often the sins of the fathers 
are visited on their sons (and even more on their daughters). But borders 
also help lock in societies’ successes.22 They help preserve genuine human 
diversity in a world that has been shrunken and homogenized by modern 
technology. “Arbitrary” or artificial boundaries may be out of favor with 
the jet- setting global intelligentsia. Yet they make self- government pos-
sible, and self- government is a key human capability and a fundamental 
human right.23

All this is not to argue against more wide- ranging moral concerns 
and commitments. My immigration proposal builds in the right to asy-
lum from persecution affirmed by article 14 of the Universal Declara-
tion of Human Rights. It also includes serious commitments to address 
the “push factors” currently causing people to emigrate from their home-
lands. We are not allowed to treat people unjustly simply because they live 
outside our borders; we should not remain indifferent to their struggles 
to live better lives. But we may support universal human rights and in-
creased development aid for the world’s poor, while also recognizing the 
legitimacy— indeed, the necessity— of meeting our responsibilities as 
neighbors, community members, and citizens. Borders remain morally 
relevant, because we have different and stronger responsibilities to our 
fellow citizens than we have to the rest of humanity. Limiting immigra-
tion recognizes our responsibilities to poor people within our borders 
and to our descendants to create a more egalitarian and sustainable so-
ciety. Acknowledging boundaries helps people make sense of their duties 
and responsibilities as citizens, which is part of creating a more just and 
sustainable world.
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Of course, political borders do limit people’s freedom and can interfere 
with their individual pursuit of happiness. That might be a good argu-
ment for keeping them somewhat permeable. But limitations on indi-
vidual freedom are sometimes necessary to further the common good. 
Ultimately this justifies the making and securing of borders.24 It would 
be best to honestly acknowledge all this.

Instead, many progressives appear to believe, in the words of a recent 
conservative commentator, that: “immigration controls by rich countries 
are mean. They close out the poor and vulnerable who only want the 
chance to make a better life. They are characterised by arbitrary rules 
whose effects can be inhumane— breaking up families, locking up chil-
dren, deporting good people to uncertain futures in godforsaken coun-
tries, etc. . . . [But the reality is that] liberals need immigration controls 
for their cherished welfare state to function. They’re just happy to let the 
conservatives take the rap [for them].” The anonymous author of these 
reflections continues:

One cannot build such a welfare state in which everyone in our society 
has the right to health care, education, unemployment protection, dis-
ability support, pensions, etc., without building a wall to keep some people 
out . . . The viability, legitimacy, and decency of any welfare state depends 
upon controlling membership to the society it is created to serve. That's 
what a real social contract looks like. Liberals are always criticising the 
racist motivations for and practical inhumanity of the immigration con-
trols demanded by conservatives, but their objections are superficial.25

He or she concludes that reliable conservative support for limiting im-
migration “allows liberals to get away with the hypocrisy of depending 
on immigration controls while pretending that they are against them.” In 
this rare case, I actually agree with the conservative critique (although not 
with the need for a physical wall at the border, as I explained in the previ-
ous chapter). It would be better for progressives to acknowledge frankly 
the need to limit immigration and help design humane immigration poli-
cies that truly further the common good.
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THE LIMITS OF COSMOPOLITANISM

We can perhaps better understand the value of borders by considering 
another argument for doing away with them in order to facilitate in-
creased immigration.26 In an article titled “The Morality of Immigration,” 
Mathias Risse, a professor at Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government, 
states that he “wish[es] to make a plea for the relevance of moral con-
siderations in debates about immigration. Too often, immigration de-
bates are conducted solely from the standpoint of ‘what is good for us,’ 
without regard for the justifiability of immigration policies to those ex-
cluded.” For Risse, immigration is instead “a moral problem that must be 
considered in the context of global justice.” He believes that “the earth 
belongs to humanity in common and that this matters for assessing im-
migration policy.”27

Many countries around the world have higher population densi-
ties than the United States. Based on this, Risse argues that: “by global 
standards the population of the United States is too small relative to the 
amount of space to which it claims exclusive control” and “the United 
States is severely underusing its chunk of three- dimensional, commonly 
owned space.” We are sitting on resources that other people, in a crowded 
world, could use to improve their lot. For this reason, he believes, “ille-
gal immigrants should be naturalized and more widespread immigration 
should be permitted.” As Risse puts it, “Germany has a population density 
of about 600 per square mile, as does the United Kingdom. For Japan it is 
830, for the Netherlands 1,200, and for Bangladesh 2,600. In the United 
States overall it is 80 per square mile . . . In light of these numbers, it is 
amusing that in debates about immigration many Americans think that 
there are already too many people living in their country.”28

Risse looks out on a world of vast economic inequalities and, like many 
progressives, affirms a duty that those living in rich nations help those 
living in poor ones. “Immigration can plausibly be regarded as one way 
of satisfying duties toward the global poor,” he argues. “Immigration— 
permanent or temporary— can serve this function partly because it 
allows some people access to greener pastures, and partly because of the 
remittances sent back by immigrants to their countries of origin.” In fact, 
“once we think of immigration in a global context, we are led to ask more 
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fundamental questions— namely, why it would be acceptable in the first 
place (especially to those thus excluded) that we draw an imaginary line 
in the dust or adopt the course of a river and think of that as a border.”29

I believe Risse’s argument illustrates the limitations of an overly ab-
stract approach to public policy, as he applies highly general ethical prin-
ciples to a particular policy issue in a specific time and place, with little 
apparent understanding of the effects his proposals might have on the 
people living in that society.30 What might higher immigration levels 
mean for poorer Americans? Compared to other industrial democracies, 
US immigration policies already bring a higher percentage of less- skilled, 
less- educated immigrants into our labor markets, so low- wage workers 
already bear the brunt of immigration’s downward pressure on earnings. 
As we have seen, in recent decades high immigration levels have signifi-
cantly driven down wages and driven up unemployment for poorer citi-
zens, while greatly benefiting wealthier Americans. In effect, Risse pro-
poses a massive increase in the numbers of less- skilled, less- educated 
immigrants. This would accelerate income inequality in America and 
probably drive tens of millions of American workers into poverty.

What might higher immigration levels mean for attempts to create an 
ecologically sustainable society in the United States? Already, some 320 
million Americans fail to live in a way that shares the landscape gener-
ously with nonhuman beings, or maintains essential ecosystem services 
for future generations. Increasing human numbers will inevitably in-
crease pollution, resource consumption, habitat conversion, and species 
loss. Even at current immigration rates, our population is set to nearly 
double over the next hundred years; Risse’s proposal would greatly accel-
erate this population growth, tripling or quadrupling our population over 
the same period. This would surely doom efforts to create a sustainable 
society in the United States. And with our gargantuan appetites for natu-
ral resources, an unsustainable America is a threat to the entire world.

“Humanity as a whole owns the earth and its resources in common,” 
Risse asserts: “not, of course, all those things that in some sense are man- 
made, but the original resources of the earth. After all— and this is the 
intuitive argument for this standpoint— such resources are needed by 
all, and their existence is the accomplishment of no one.”31 He affirms 
that young people born in a particular nation have no greater claim to 
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the wealth or opportunities available there than young people born else-
where, since it is merely chance, not merit, which determines the nation-
ality into which one is born.

This argument might have made some sense in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries, when many immigrants came to America to farm 
supposedly empty lands. But in the twenty- first century, people from 
Honduras or Pakistan are not coming to America to take up quarter sec-
tions of farmland under the Homestead Act. They are looking for better- 
paying jobs provided by the American economy and fleeing countries 
where jobs are scarce or poorly paid. Such high- paying jobs are clearly 
a “man- made” resource. So are the rights and freedoms, the just institu-
tions and efficient infrastructures, that many immigrants seek to enjoy. 
These good things are indeed the “accomplishments” of particular soci-
eties, whose citizens have created them through their own efforts. Simi-
larly, the bad things that immigrants are fleeing— tyranny, insecurity, too 
many people chasing too few jobs— are what they and their societies have 
managed to accomplish. Much immigration around the world today is 
away from countries rich in “original” natural resources, toward countries 
rich in human- made economic opportunities; away from countries where 
fertility rates are high and labor markets are swamped, toward countries 
where fertility rates are low and labor is in greater demand.

On its own terms, then, Risse’s argument fails to justify a general right 
to immigrate in the twenty- first century. Even worse, his proposal would 
take away people’s incentives to create the kinds of societies that produce 
and steward the very goods that immigrants are seeking.

Creating fairer, cleaner, wealthier, more egalitarian, more tolerant, less 
crowded, less bigoted, or otherwise better societies involves hard work 
and sacrifice. People typically undertake this work in the hope that they 
and their descendants will be able to enjoy the fruits of success, or be-
cause they fear that they and their descendants will have to live with the 
consequences of failure. If they can pick up and leave a difficult situation, 
they are likely to do so, rather than stay and fight to improve the society 
they live in. We see a good example of this today in Mexico, a nation with 
bountiful “original resources.” There a small elite monopolizes the coun-
try’s wealth with impunity, partly because they can force their less for-
tunate fellow citizens into exile to earn the decent living that a more just 
society would provide at home. Given pervasive corruption, the difficulty 
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of making ends meet, and the dangers of challenging the system, it is per-
fectly reasonable for poor Mexicans to focus on helping themselves and 
their families by emigrating. But their gain is Mexico’s loss.

Members of more successful societies would have little reason to work 
to improve them under Risse’s immigration proposal, since any social 
achievements would be held on a very weak tenure, always at the mercy of 
claims coming from members of less successful societies. High wages for 
less- skilled workers would have to be sacrificed as a matter of “morality” 
if large numbers of unskilled workers wanted to emigrate from crowded, 
economically depressed countries. Widespread social tolerance for gays 
or atheists, or support for women’s equality, would have to be forfeited 
if enough people from more conservative societies needed to emigrate 
in search of a better life. Efforts to set aside land and resources for other 
species would have to be abandoned if potential immigrants with large 
families needed to use the resources of another country.

Risse suggests that these kinds of concerns, because they focus on the 
flourishing of our own society, are selfish, being “based on little more 
than self- interest.”32 And he claims to know what Americans should do 
regarding immigration, because unlike most of us, he is thinking about 
such issues morally. But Risse holds a fundamentally mistaken view of 
morality, which must be more empirically grounded and more respect-
ful of the particular commitments that actually allow people to transcend 
selfishness.33 Getting clearer about this can help us specify a truly just ap-
proach to immigration policy.

Risse’s abstract conception of morality emphasizes a radical split be-
tween self- interest and moral behavior, equating morality exclusively 
with selflessness and sacrifice. True morality, by contrast, often extends 
people’s innate self- concern to more fully include family, friends, neigh-
bors, and fellow community members.34 It realizes that most of the good 
that we do for others is not purely selfless, but occurs within particular 
roles that we find meaningful and that contribute to our own happiness, 
too. It is especially concerned to build up the claims of citizenship and to 
make them more meaningful and effective in people’s lives, since it sees 
doing so as essential to securing human happiness as widely as possible. 
Think of the misery that could be alleviated around the world if more of 
the wealthy and powerful truly thought of their fellow citizens as fellow 
citizens.35
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Abstract morality boldly legislates for the entire world. It readily con-
templates redistributing resources on the basis of a few general ethical 
principles. True morality looks more carefully at the details of redistri-
bution in particular places, as we have done regarding the redistributive 
effects of immigration in the United States, and pays equal attention to 
redistribution and responsibility. It insists that rich people share their 
wealth, as a matter of justice. But it also may demand things from the 
poor: asking them to have fewer children, for example, if they or their 
societies cannot provide for more.

Abstract morality gazes lovingly at its own principles. In a transcen-
dental realm, it creates beautiful pictures of justice and happiness. Mean-
while, back on Earth, true morality must pay attention to realities. On 
the ground, a large influx of poor people may make other poor people 
even poorer. An agreement to leave a little water in the river for the fish 
may have to be abandoned, if more people move in and need the water. 
Of course, in theory it is always possible to do everything: accommo-
date lots more people and keep wages high; use water so efficiently that 
we free up more for fish and for people. But unlike some philosophers, 
people and fish don’t live “in theory” but out in the real, physical world, 
in towns and rivers, cities and oceans. Our abstract moral pictures may 
be lovely; applied intelligently, they may provide moral guidance. But they 
mislead us when we use them to avoid facing the real world’s limitations 
and trade- offs.

With abstract morality we soar, pure angels, without sin or selfishness. 
Real morality, though, remembering that we are all self- interested, asks 
bluntly: how would a particular policy proposal affect particular classes 
of people? College professors such as myself and Mathias Risse are highly 
educated, well- paid professionals, often with considerable job security. 
As a class we will not see our wages lowered or jobs lost through an in-
flux of large numbers of poorly educated immigrants. We are, however, 
well placed to benefit from the mass immigration advocated by Risse, as 
we pay poverty wages to the workers who wash our cars or reshingle our 
roofs, clean our homes or diaper our children. For many of our fellow 
citizens who earn less and who compete for these jobs, such calculations 
are reversed. Mass immigration can only be regarded as a just means to 
satisfy “our” duties toward the global poor, if wealthy professionals are 
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willing to accept that poor Americans should bear the main economic 
burden of satisfying those duties.

Invoking “morality” in the way Risse does can help remind us of our 
legitimate responsibilities, including potential responsibilities to would- 
be immigrants. But abstract morality leads us astray when it assumes that 
our most general moral status— human being— trumps all our particular 
connections, such as spouse, parent, community member, citizen, or de-
fender of a well- loved landscape. Real morality realizes that these particu-
lar roles generate genuine moral demands that must be carefully weighed 
against one another when they conflict. Far from being selfish, attentive-
ness to the full spectrum of such claims is essential to real morality and 
one key to creating a just immigration policy.

In the end, I do agree with Mathias Risse, that “moral considerations 
should influence immigration policies much more than they currently 
do.”36 Were Americans to take this suggestion seriously, however, I be-
lieve we would actually reduce, rather than increase, the numbers of im-
migrants we allow into our country.

CONCLUSION

We have now considered the main moral objections to limiting or re-
ducing immigration into the United States. Far from undermining my 
policy proposal, I believe considerations of justice in fact support that 
proposal. In addition, trying to answer the moral objections to such a 
course of action can help define a stronger, more robust progressivism.

By honestly reckoning with limits, we come to a more realistic under-
standing and a better appreciation of a genuine progressive citizenship. 
This concept has not become outmoded in a more economically inte-
grated world. On the contrary, it must be reinvigorated, in the United 
States and across the globe, in order to achieve progressive political goals. 
Progressives look forward to a world of just, flourishing nations, with 
citizens governing themselves fairly and compassionately, countries at 
peace with one another, and humanity as a whole living sustainably on 
the planet. But there is no achieving any of this without recognition of 
limits and a willingness to live within them.
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We came to similar conclusions when considering some common en-
vironmental and economic objections to immigration reform in earlier 
chapters. This strengthens the general conclusion that the “key log” that 
needs to shift in order for us to imagine and achieve a more progressive 
political order is reckoning honestly with limits. As with the environmen-
tal and economic objections to reducing immigration, the temptation in 
meeting these ethical objections may be to equivocate, or to try to finesse 
hard trade- offs. That will not work. We need to accept limits to resources 
and limits to growth, and grapple with them intelligently, if we hope to 
create a just and sustainable society. The time to do so is now.

With that affirmation, this book is drawing to a close. I have given my 
reasons for reducing immigration into the United States, presented a de-
tailed proposal for reforming immigration policy, and responded to the 
most common and consequential objections to that proposal. In the end, 
I return to my primary argument. Immigration is now the main driver of 
American population growth and a leading contributor to growing eco-
nomic inequality in the United States. Continued American population 
growth is incompatible with sustainability, nationally or globally. Grow-
ing economic inequality saps our strength as a nation. Therefore, pro-
gressives committed to sustainability and justice should support reducing 
our current, excessive levels of immigration. At a minimum, we should 
acknowledge that at present we are not winning the battles for ecological 
sustainability and against economic inequality, and that new ideas and 
tactics are worth considering.
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 CONCLUSION

Since the 1980s, most American workers’ incomes have remained largely 
flat when adjusted for inflation. Yet significant numbers of us financed 
greatly increased consumption during this period, by borrowing against 
the value of our homes or taking on heavy credit card debt. In 2008, the 
bubble burst and home prices declined steeply. The country entered a re-
cession from which it has yet to fully recover and millions of Americans 
were forced to declare bankruptcy.

Since the 1990s, most Americans have known that our excessive energy 
use is generating high levels of greenhouse gas emissions, warming the 
Earth and destabilizing its climate. Our response has been to use even 
more energy and to point fingers at the Chinese, whose emissions have 
been rising faster. While one major party candidate for President in 2012 
expressed concern about climate change and the other mocked that con-
cern, neither proposed sufficient steps to reduce America’s greenhouse 
gas emissions. Meanwhile, Earth continues to warm and catastrophic 
storms such as Hurricanes Katrina and Sandy are increasing in number, 
strength, and destructiveness.

In 2001 and 2002, the 107th US Congress enacted an immense tax 
cut, skewed heavily to benefit the wealthy, while also voting to go to war 
against Afghanistan and Iraq. This was the first time in history that the 
United States started a war without enacting taxes to pay for it. In 2003, 
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as the country began fighting the Iraq war, the 108th Congress passed a 
new Medicare prescription drug benefit costing tens of billions of dollars 
annually, again without levying new taxes to pay for the measure. Predict-
ably enough, the federal debt skyrocketed.

These examples suggest a disturbing pattern in recent American poli-
tics in which the perennial human desire to get something for nothing is 
married to an impressive ability to suspend common sense. On the con-
servative side, we have the dogma that cutting taxes actually raises reve-
nue, since it stimulates growth that more than makes up for the revenue 
forgone through lower tax rates. The fact that this approach was tried and 
failed in both the Reagan and second Bush administrations, leading to 
lower tax revenues and increased deficits, does not shake the faith of true 
believers eager to give the theory another chance.

On the progressive side, many believe that we can create a genuinely 
sustainable society without limiting consumption or population growth, 
solely through technological improvements and greater efficiency. Once 
again, there are economic theorists ready to justify this view: we hear of 
the “environmental Kuznets curve,” whereby as societies become rich, 
both the desire and the resources to finance environmental protection 
increase, leading to less pollution and more nature preservation. The 
fact that “the curve” has been disproved for carbon emissions1 and mass 
species extinction,2 the signal environmental challenges of our time, has 
not shaken adherents from their belief. Like the idea that we can increase 
tax receipts by lowering taxes, the idea that we can protect nature by 
taking more from her is too appealing for some to abandon.

I think of this as the “eat cake, lose weight” philosophy of life. As some-
one with a bit larger girth than is good for me, I feel its sympathetic pull. 
Yet candor compels me to state that I am not losing weight under this 
regimen and neither are my fellow Americans. We are fatter than ever. 
Our country is more deeply in debt, too, and further from genuine sus-
tainability.

As I warned you at the outset, this book does not take an eat cake, lose 
weight approach to immigration policy. If there is one thing a study of 
America’s immigration history should teach us it is that any policy will 
have winners and losers, and that choosing an immigration policy in-
volves real trade- offs between genuine goods. That does not mean that 
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some policies are not more successful at maximizing overall benefits, or 
superior in helping us further the common good. Obviously, I think some 
immigration policies are better than others or I would not have taken the 
time to elaborate my own recommendations. But I am tempted to say that 
I would be happy if readers came to support immigration policies diamet-
rically opposed to mine, provided they understood the implications of 
those policies and were willing to enact them consciously.

I am tempted . . . but in the end, I hold back. That is because I believe 
in progressive ideals of justice and sustainability and I am convinced that 
these demand a reduction in immigration levels, not an increase. That 
is the case I have tried to make in this book. So I have proposed that we 
reduce immigration into the United States, by taking the following mea-
sures:

 • Cut legal immigration from 1.1 million to 300,000 per year.
 • Reduce illegal immigration by mandating use of a national employ-

ment verification program for all new hires and strictly enforcing sanc-
tions against employers who hire undocumented workers.

 • Rework trade agreements and increase and better target development 
aid, in order to help people live better lives and rein in population 
growth in their own countries.

Such a policy would allow many of the benefits of immigration to con-
tinue, such as providing asylum for political refugees and allowing small 
influxes of workers with special skills. At the same time, it would reduce 
unemployment by reserving most new jobs for American workers, alle-
viate the downward pressure on wages caused by flooded labor markets, 
and reduce overall economic inequality. My proposal would also move 
the United States toward population stabilization, a sine qua non of sus-
tainability. Because America’s current total fertility rate of 2.05 is very 
close to replacement rate and because reducing immigration would likely 
help drive that rate even lower, such stabilization is possible— provided 
we are willing to limit immigration.

This proposal is solidly within the mainstream of the best thinking on 
environmental sustainability. As the President’s Council on Sustainable 
Development put it in 1996: “Managing population growth, resources, 
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and wastes is essential to ensuring that the total impact of these factors 
is within the bounds of sustainability. Stabilizing the population with-
out changing consumption and waste production patterns would not be 
enough, but it would make an immensely challenging task more manage-
able. In the United States, each is necessary; neither alone is sufficient.”3 
One of the Council’s ten national goals for creating a sustainable society 
was: “Move toward stabilization of [the] U.S. population,”4 and its Popu-
lation and Consumption Task Force found that “reducing immigration 
levels is a necessary part of population stabilization and the drive toward 
sustainability.”5

My policy proposal is designed to further the interests of poor and 
middle- class Americans, rather than the interests of our society’s wealthier 
members or big corporations. It would help reduce economic inequality. 
And it is just, both in its goals and in its proposed methods of implemen-
tation. Of course, some progressives deny that any policy that limits im-
migration can be just, but they are mistaken. As the Jordan Commission 
on Immigration Reform put it in 1997: “The Commission decries hostility 
and discrimination against immigrants as antithetical to the traditions 
and interests of the country. At the same time, we disagree with those 
who would label efforts to control immigration as being inherently anti- 
immigrant. Rather, it is both a right and a responsibility of a democratic 
society to manage immigration so that it serves the national interests.”6

Reducing immigration should be part of a comprehensive US popula-
tion policy, designed first to stabilize and then to reduce human numbers, 
slowly and humanely, both at home and abroad. As part of this effort, 
in addition to reducing immigration, I believe federal and state govern-
ments should:

 • Increase funding for family planning clinics and take other steps to 
improve easy, inexpensive access to contraception domestically.

 • Preserve the right to abortion (forcing women to bear children they do 
not want is unjust and forcing them to have illegal abortions is danger-
ous).

 • Limit the federal child tax credit to one or two children, to encourage 
smaller families.

Meanwhile in our foreign policy, the United States should:
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 • Increase funding for international family planning efforts to help se- 
cure safe, affordable contraception in other countries.

 • Vigorously support women’s health and reproductive rights, and girls’ 
equal rights to primary and secondary education, worldwide.

 • Deny foreign aid and immigration slots to nations that fail to commit 
to stabilizing their populations or sharing wealth fairly among their 
citizens.

Such policies would make a strong statement that the age of endless 
growth is over and that the United States will no longer act as a release 
valve for failed or unjust societies that cannot or will not provide decent 
opportunities for their own citizens. It will spread the message that people 
who want to create good lives for themselves and their families need to do 
so where they are and that those nations that fail to keep their populations 
from ballooning will themselves have to suffer the consequences. This ap-
proach seems best calculated to convince common people and politicians 
worldwide to take steps to reverse global population growth and to create 
societies where people want to remain.

WHAT IS YOUR NUMBER?

Many progressive readers instinctively reject any proposal to reduce im-
migration into the United States. I understand and share many of your 
concerns. Still, I contend that paeans to sustainability or earnest ex-
pressions of our strong environmental feelings are merely hot air, when 
coupled with a blithe acceptance of the doubling or tripling of America’s 
population. Similarly it is counterproductive to advocate for tax, labor, 
and benefits policies designed to increase security for poorer Americans 
and reduce economic inequality, while at the same time advocating for 
immigration policies that increase economic insecurity and inequality. 
We need to get immigration policy working for poorer Americans, not 
against them as it does now.

At a minimum, readers unwilling to reduce immigration into the 
United States need to own up to the demographic, environmental, and 
economic implications of their positions. If you support the immigration 
status quo of about 1.25 million immigrants annually, then you also sup-
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port increasing America’s population to approximately 525 million people 
by 2100, a 66% increase over current numbers. If you support an immi-
gration policy along the lines of the Senate’s immigration reform bill of 
2013, which might have increased immigration to 2.25 million annually 
(the numbers were kept deliberately vague), then you also support more 
than doubling America’s population to about 670 million people by 2100. 
If you support the Wall Street Journal’s “open borders” vision then you 
also support tripling, at a minimum, the number of Americans to over 
900 million people by 2100.

If you support these scenarios or anything like them, then you don’t 
just support drastically increasing America’s human population. You also 
support more cars, more houses, more malls, more power lines, more 
concrete and asphalt. You support less habitat and fewer resources for 
wildlife; less water in the rivers and streams for native fish; fewer forests, 
prairies and wetlands; fewer wild birds and wild mammals (except per-
haps for house sparrows, rats, and a few other human commensals). You 
support replacing these other species with human beings and our eco-
nomic support systems— and you are willing to wager your grandchil-
dren’s happiness that those support systems can continue to supply a lot 
more people with the goods and services they need to survive and flour-
ish, despite signs that the demands of our current 320 million people are 
already overstressing them.

Similarly, if you endorse an immigration status quo bringing in 1.25 
million annual immigrants, the majority of them poorly educated and 
relatively unskilled, you also accept the downward pressure on poor 
workers’ wages and greater unemployment that inevitably accompanies 
this influx. If you endorse increasing these annual immigration num-
bers, you advocate stronger downward pressure on those wages and 
higher unemployment among the poor. Under these or any other sce-
narios where mass immigration continues, we may reasonably expect an 
increase in economic inequality, as poorer Americans’ wages decline and 
wealthier Americans capture the lion’s share of the economic benefits of 
immigration- driven economic growth. With increased mass immigration 
we may also expect further declines in the employment rates of Afri-
can Americans and younger Americans. According to Andrew Sum and 
his colleagues at the Center for Labor Market Studies at Northeastern 
University, “A one percentage- point increase in the share of new immi-
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grants in the state’s workforce will reduce the probability of employment 
of young adults [ages 16– 24] by 2.1 percentage points,” with larger de-
clines among young African Americans.7

Some progressives honestly believe that these negative economic im-
pacts are relatively small, or that they can be counterbalanced by more 
progressive tax rates, increases in the minimum wage, improved gov-
ernment benefits, or other progressive economic policies. But we saw in 
earlier chapters that immigration’s downward pressure on income and 
employment is substantial and that it falls heaviest on those least able to 
bear it, the working poor. We also saw that enacting progressive economic 
policies is itself made more difficult by mass immigration. Some progres-
sives pin their hopes for greater economic equality on a revived labor 
movement. But as we saw earlier, mass immigration undermines efforts 
to organize workers, or to strike for improved wages and benefits. It thus 
undercuts attempts to revive organized labor.

After nearly half a century of steadily increasing economic inequality 
and three decades with little progress on our most pressing environmen-
tal problems, American progressives should be skeptical of our chances 
of reversing these trends while completely ignoring one of their main 
causes. Excessive immigration is currently the main driver of US popula-
tion growth and a chief cause of sprawl, excessive resource use, stagnating 
wages, high unemployment, and growing economic inequality. For these 
reasons, progressives committed to sustainability and economic justice 
should support reducing immigration into the United States.

LIBERTY ENLIGHTENING THE WORLD

The Statue of Liberty was first conceived by Édouard- René Lefebvre de 
Laboulaye, a law professor and “prominent liberal leader who admired 
the United States as a model of liberty and self- government.”8 In his 
three- volume History of the United States, Laboulaye spoke of the United 
States signifying “the dawn of a new world,” and as a beacon of light shin-
ing forth to inspire other nations across the globe.9 Like other liberals of 
his time, he hoped to see political and intellectual freedom spread widely 
as the natural birthright of all humanity.

The statue’s formal title was and remains “Liberty Enlightening the 
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World.” As originally envisioned by the French and first received by 
Americans in 1886, it had nothing to do with immigration. But almost 
immediately the statue’s meaning began to shift. Cuban revolutionary 
José Martí, reporting on its formal unveiling, noted perceptively: “Irish-
men, Poles, Italians, Czechs, Germans freed from tyranny or want— all 
hail the monument of Liberty because to them it seems to incarnate their 
own uplifting.” By 1886, the Great Wave was in full swing and New York 
was the premier port of entry into America. Between 1886 and 1924 ap-
proximately 16 million immigrants sailed into New York harbor, and 
many of them never forgot their first sight of Lady Liberty. One, Edward 
Steiner, wrote of that moment: “The steerage is still mute. . . . Slowly the 
ship glides into the harbor, and when it passes under the shadow of the 
Statue of Liberty, the silence is broken, and a thousand hands are out-
stretched in greeting to this new divinity to whose keeping they now en-
trust themselves.”10 Another remembered simply: “Tears of joy streamed 
down my face as we passed by the Statue of Liberty.”11

Emma Lazarus’ celebrated poem “The New Colossus” memora-
bly expressed this new meaning. A young writer from a wealthy, estab-
lished New York Jewish family, Lazarus had been stirred by accounts of 
the atrocities visited against her co- religionists in Russia and by their 
struggles to make new lives in the United States. Bolding renaming the 
statue “Mother of Exiles,” she sang:

. . . From her beacon- hand
Glows world- wide welcome; her mild eyes command
The air- bridged harbor that twin cities frame.
"Keep, ancient lands, your storied pomp!" cries she
With silent lips. "Give me your tired, your poor,
Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,
The wretched refuse of your teeming shore.
Send these, the homeless, tempest- tost to me,
I lift my lamp beside the golden door!

The poem speaks to the yearning for liberty among the oppressed. It 
defines the spirit of America as one of generous hospitality toward new-
comers, recognized here as worthy of respect and deserving of a fair 
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chance in life. For many Americans, the statue’s primary meaning is now 
captured by that welcoming phrase, “Mother of Exiles.”

It is perfectly fitting that the Statue of Liberty has become a symbol and 
a celebration of immigration into the United States. It reminds Americans 
of the many millions of newcomers who have found a haven from oppres-
sion here and made better lives for themselves and their families. It helps 
us celebrate immigrants’ many contributions to our country. But today it 
might also be appropriate to recall some of the other meanings symbol-
ized by the statue. I make this suggestion not as a conservative desiring a 
return to timeless or original truths, but in a progressive spirit that seeks 
to match evolving ideals to changing realities.

In 1886, four years before the western frontier was officially declared 
closed by the US Census Bureau, the population of the United States was 
58 million. As this book goes to press at the close of 2014, it stands near 
320 million: an increase of 452%. Can we realistically imagine doubling or 
tripling our population over the next 125 years, much less increasing it 4.5 
times? It is safe to assume that Emma Lazarus never imagined holes in the 
ozone layer, global climate change, or worldwide species extinctions. We 
know they exist and that we have helped cause them. Perhaps that should 
make a difference to US immigration policy.

In 1886, the United States was industrializing rapidly. New factories, 
new mines, new railroad lines, all generated an insatiable demand for 
unskilled labor, which immigration helped to fill. Today’s postindustrial 
US economy does not appear to need millions more unskilled workers, 
as shown by high unemployment rates among those with fewer skills. 
While it once may have made economic sense to import many millions 
of workers with only an elementary education, today good jobs for un-
skilled workers are scarce and our ability to guarantee that these jobs pay 
a living wage is under severe stress. Again, we need to ask whether these 
new realities should be reflected in immigration policy.

Some things have not changed since Emma Lazarus’ time. In 1886, as 
in 2014, Americans decried foreign tyrannies. We remain grateful that we 
can grant political refugees asylum from persecution, or provide a new 
start to individuals treated unfairly in their own countries. Yet 130 years 
after the composition of “The New Colossus,” we need to think harder 
and ask some difficult questions regarding that “wretched refuse” stream-
ing out from our sender- countries’ “teeming shores.”
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Why are these people “wretched”: poor, beaten down, and discon-
tented with their lives in their homelands? Probably because their fellow 
citizens have been unwilling to fairly share resources and opportunities 
with them. Perhaps these societies have not succeeded in creating decent 
political conditions for any of their members. In either case, shipping 
some of their most striving and adventurous citizens off to the United 
States seems an unlikely prescription for national improvement.

Why are these countries “teeming”: filled to bursting with people? 
Simply put, it seems that folks in Mexico and Guatemala, the Philippines 
and Vietnam, are having more children than their societies can accommo-
date. But sending surplus members off to the United States seems likely to 
perpetuate economic unfairness within these countries, while increasing 
overpopulation and ecological degradation both in the United States and 
globally. Americans cannot dictate that people in other countries have 
fewer children, but we can at least stop encouraging their demographic 
excesses. That would be good for them, good for us, and good for the 
world as a whole.

Then and now, Americans love immigrant success stories, each one 
reaffirming the tremendous potential hidden within each human being. 
But “The New Colossus” implies that a new start in the New World is the 
answer for Earth’s downtrodden masses. This it never was and certainly 
cannot be today in a much more crowded world, with Americans bump-
ing up against ecological limits and having trouble providing a fair deal 
to our own poor citizens. Total immigration into the US has never topped 
2 million a year, while the global population increases by about 78 million 
people annually.

So let us be clear: the answer to wretchedness and oppression is to end 
it where it exists— not to export surplus or troublesome inhabitants else-
where. The world’s people deserve the opportunity to live good lives in 
their home countries and most of them will never get the chance to live 
good lives anywhere else.

*

Given all this, I believe we must reinterpret the Statue of Liberty once 
again, in terms of its original title: “Liberty Enlightening the World.” 
Americans must prove that we can live freely and flourish as a nation, 
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with justice for all our citizens, in an ecologically sustainable manner. If 
we achieve this, I believe America can indeed serve as a beacon of hope to 
people around the world. But not if we fail to distinguish between liberty 
and license. Americans cannot so revel in our freedom that we despoil 
our nation’s lands and waters, either through pollution or overdevelop-
ment. Similarly, our free market economic system must be balanced by 
a willingness to refrain from pressing our economic advantages over our 
fellow citizens to unjust conclusions. Restraint in these matters is insepa-
rably tied to accepting limits. For that reason, we cannot interpret Lady 
Liberty’s torch as license for anyone to settle in the United States when-
ever he or she chooses. Freedom must be coupled with restraint and bal-
anced by a respect for law and the common good.12

In the United States today, both our liberty and our ability to serve as 
an example to the rest of the world are threatened by gigantism, under 
which I include our sheer numbers, our vast appetites, and the immense 
corporations that threaten to overwhelm our democracy. In this context, 
we may recall the words of a Russian émigré, returning to Europe via 
steamer in 1916:

Is that the Statue of Liberty? So tiny, lost in the noise of the harbour and 
framed against the soaring skyscrapers of the Wall Street banks. Was this 
powerless, tiny figure shrinking before the all- powerful gigantic sky-
scrapers, those guardians of financial deals, the Statue of Liberty we had 
pictured to ourselves? .  .  .  It is these solid walls of stone, the safe refuge 
of the kings of American capital, which now more completely express 
the “spirit” that reigns over the continent of Columbus than the pitiful, 
shrunken, green statue that seems to be embarrassed.13

It is true that the force and persuasiveness of the United States as a 
global example depends partly on our size and power. But properly ful-
filling this role does not depend on increasing our bulk, any more than it 
depends on building a new Statue of Liberty that is ten times larger than 
the current version. It depends on living up to our ideals and actually 
creating a nation dedicated to liberty, where freedom flowers into worthy 
lives, just institutions, friendship among citizens (“the noble love of com-
rades,” as another New York poet put it), and peace and fair- dealing be-
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tween our country and all others. America needs to live up to these ideals, 
because of our myriad impacts as a great power and because our example 
continues to speak powerfully to people around the world.

Citizens everywhere must take up their varied burdens in the struggle 
for liberty. In China and Mexico, that means fighting for political rights, 
against corruption, and for better opportunities for economic advance-
ment. In the United States, it means reinvigorating our democracy, living 
lives that are worthy of the freedoms we already have, reducing economic 
inequality, and finding the means to make the world’s largest and (in 
conventional terms) most successful economy ecologically sustainable. 
I hope I have shown in this book how reducing immigration into the 
United States has an important role to play in these efforts.
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Historical Sources for Progressive Arguments for 
Reducing US Immigration

(A) REMARKS BY SAMUEL GOMPERS ON IMMIGRATION

Samuel Gompers (1850– 1924), the founder and president of the American 
Federation of Labor (AFL), had a long career unionizing American workers 
and fighting for their rights and prosperity. An immigrant himself, over time 
he came to support reducing immigration into the United States. Like many 
labor advocates in his time and ours, Gompers sought to balance concern 
for immigrants with consideration for the well- being of American workers. 
These excerpts are from The Samuel Gompers Papers, edited by Stuart 
Kaufman.

I agree with you, too, that it is hardly fair to have our people crowded out 
of employment by those who simply come here for the purpose of work-
ing at low wages— higher than those they may be accustomed to in their 
own countries— and then after a while return there. I am also free to say 
to you, however, that I do not see how a remedy is to be obtained without 
closing the ports entirely, and as to that there is considerable division of 
opinion. It may not be amiss to call attention to the fact that the introduc-
tion of one machine in a trade may throw more men out of employment 
than the “Greeks” who come here even in the manner which you describe.

(Gompers to John Watts, November 23, 1899)
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At the outset, I want to say that the organized labor movement of America 
is not a “know- nothing” organization. It does not want to erect a wall 
around the borders of our country and keep everybody else out; it does 
not declare “America for Americans,” or for those who are now within 
American borders. But on the other hand it is equally true that the think-
ing workingmen of the United States have . . . come to the conclusion that 
there must be some better regulation and some limitation.

(Testimony before US Congress, House Committee  
on Immigration and Naturalization, February 29, 1912)

The workers of America have felt most keenly the pernicious results of the 
establishment of foreign standards of work, wages and conduct in Ameri-
can industries and commerce. Foreign standards of wages do not permit 
American standards of life. Foreign labor has driven American workers 
out of many trades, callings, and communities, and the influence of those 
lower standards has permeated widely. . . . The labor movement has urged 
the adoption of a national policy that would enable us to select as future 
citizens of our country those who can be assimilated and made truly 
American. . . . It is only a half truth to say that the literacy test would close 
the gates of opportunity to illiterate foreigners. As a matter of fact there 
is very little real opportunity for these people in our industrial centers. 
Usually they have been brought over here either by steamship or railroad 
companies and other greedy corporations, by employers, or as a result of 
collusion between these groups. They have been brought over here for the 
purpose of exploitation, and until they develop powers of resistance and 
determination to secure things for themselves they have little opportunity 
here. These same qualities would secure for them within their own coun-
tries many of the advantages that later come to them here.

(Gompers writing in the American Federationist, April 1916)

America must not be overwhelmed.
Every effort to enact immigration legislation must expect to meet a 

number of hostile forces and, in particular, two hostile forces of consider-
able strength.

One of these is composed of corporation employers who desire to em-
ploy physical strength (broad backs) at the lowest possible wage and who 
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prefer a rapidly revolving labor supply at low wages to a regular supply of 
American wage earners at fair wages.

The other is composed of racial groups in the United States who oppose 
all restrictive legislation because they want the doors left open for an in-
flux of their countrymen regardless of the menace to the people of their 
adopted country.

(Gompers letter to Congress, March 19, 1924)

(B) EXCERPTS FROM THE REPORTS OF THE US COMMISSION  

ON IMMIGRATION REFORM, 1994– 1997

Congress and President George H. W. Bush created the nonpartisan US 
Commission on Immigration Reform as part of the Immigration Act of 
1990, with a mandate to explore and recommend policy options in the na-
tional interest. It is commonly referred to as “the Jordan Commission” after 
its first chair, congresswoman Barbara Jordan. The Commission recom-
mended streamlining the immigration process, enforcing laws against illegal 
immigration, and reducing unskilled immigration and overall immigration 
numbers in order to avoid harming working- class Americans. None of its 
major recommendations were enacted into law. A record of the Commis-
sion’s work, including testimony taken and its reports to Congress, may be 
found at http://www.utexas.edu/lbj/uscir/.

Underlying Principles
Certain basic principles underlie the Commission’s work. The Commission 
decries hostility and discrimination against immigrants as antithetical to 
the traditions and interests of the country. At the same time, we disagree 
with those who would label efforts to control immigration as being in- 
herently anti- immigrant. Rather, it is both a right and a responsibility of 
a democratic society to manage immigration so that it serves the national 
interest.

(U.S. Immigration Policy: Restoring Credibility, Executive Summary, i)
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Legal Permanent Admissions
The Commission reiterates its support for a properly regulated system for 
admitting lawful permanent residents. Research and analyses conducted 
since the issuance of the Commission’s report on legal immigration 
support our view that a properly regulated system of legal permanent 
admissions serves the national interest. The Commission urges reforms 
in our legal immigration system to enhance the benefits accruing from 
the entry of newcomers while guarding against harms, particularly to the 
most vulnerable of U.S. residents— those who are themselves unskilled and 
living in poverty. . . . 

Current immigration levels should be sustained for the next several 
years while the U.S. revamps its legal immigration system and shifts the 
priorities for admission away from the extended family and toward the 
nuclear family and away from the unskilled and toward the higher- skilled 
immigrant. Thereafter, modest reductions in levels of immigration— to 
about 550,000 per year, comparable to those of the 1980s— will result from 
the changed priority system. The Commission continues to believe that 
legal admission numbers should be authorized by Congress for a speci-
fied time (e.g., three to five years) to ensure regular, periodic review and, if 
needed, change by Congress. This review should consider the adequacy of 
admission numbers for accomplishing priorities.

(Becoming an American: Immigration and  
Immigrant Policy, Executive Summary, xvi– xxii)

The Commission recommends the elimination of the admission of un-
skilled workers. Unless there is another compelling interest, such as in the 
entry of nuclear families and refugees, it is not in the national interest to 
admit unskilled workers. This is especially true when the U.S. economy is 
showing difficulty in absorbing disadvantaged workers and when efforts 
towards welfare reform indicate that many unskilled Americans will be 
entering the labor force.

(Legal Immigration: Setting Priorities, Executive Summary, xxiv)

Since its very beginnings, the United States has been a place of refuge. 
The Commission believes continued admission of refugees sustains our 
humanitarian commitment to provide safety to the persecuted, enables 
the U.S. to pursue foreign policy interests in promoting human rights, 
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and encourages international efforts to resettle persons requiring rescue 
or durable solutions. The Commission also urges the federal government 
to continue to support international assistance and protection for the ma-
jority of the world’s refugees for whom resettlement is neither appropriate 
nor practical. . . . 

The Commission continues to recommend against denying benefits to 
legal immigrants solely because they are noncitizens. The Commission be-
lieves that the denial of safety net programs to immigrants solely because 
they are noncitizens is not in the national interest.

(Becoming an American: Immigration and  
Immigrant Policy, Executive Summary, xvi– xxii)

Curbing Unlawful Migration
In its first interim report to Congress, the Commission recommended a 
comprehensive strategy to curb unlawful migration into the United States 
through prevention and removal. . . . The Commission continues to believe 
that unlawful immigration can be curtailed consistent with our traditions, 
civil rights, and civil liberties.

The Commission reiterates its 1994 recommendations supporting a 
comprehensive strategy to deter illegal migration. More specifically, the 
Commission continues to support implementation of the following deter-
rence strategies:

 • An effective border management policy that accomplishes the twin 
goals of preventing illegal entries and facilitating legal ones. . . . 

 • Reducing the employment magnet is the linchpin of a comprehen-
sive strategy to deter unlawful migration. Economic opportunity 
and the prospect of employment remain the most important draw 
for illegal migration to this country. Strategies to deter unlawful 
entries and visa overstays require both a reliable process for veri-
fying authorization to work and an enforcement capacity to ensure 
that employers adhere to all immigration- related labor standards. 
The Commission supports implementation of pilot programs to test 
what we believe is the most promising option for verifying work 
authorization: a computerized registry based on the social security 
number. . . .
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An effective strategy to curb unauthorized movements includes co-
operative efforts with source countries to address the push factors that 
cause people to seek new lives in the United States. The Commission con-
tinues to urge the United States government to give priority in its foreign 
policy and international economic policy to long- term reduction in the 
causes of unauthorized migration. . . . 

A credible immigration system requires the effective and timely re-
moval of aliens who can be determined through constitutionally sound 
procedures to have no right to remain in the United States. If unlawful 
aliens believe that they can remain indefinitely once they are within our 
national borders, there will be increased incentives to try to enter or re-
main illegally. . . . The Commission urges immediate reforms to improve 
management of the removal system and ensure that aliens with final 
orders of deportation, exclusion, or removal are indeed removed from the 
United States.

(Becoming an American: Immigration and  
Immigrant Policy, Executive Summary, xxxiii– xxxvii)

(C) EXCERPTS FROM THE REPORTS OF THE PRESIDENT’S 

COUNCIL ON SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT, 1996

Shortly after taking office, President Bill Clinton formed the President’s 
Council on Sustainable Development to advise him on “bold, new ap-
proaches to achieve our economic, environmental, and equity goals.” The 
Council found that the United States, at the time, was the only major in-
dustrialized country in the world experiencing rapid population growth. In 
1996, it recommended that the United States develop comprehensive and re-
sponsible immigration and population policies leading to the eventual sta-
bilization of the US population. This recommendation was ignored by the 
Clinton administration and by succeeding Presidential administrations and 
Congresses. The publications of the Council may be found at http://clinton2 
.nara.gov/PCSD/.

Together, the size of the population and the scale of consumption impinge 
significantly on American society’s ability to achieve sustainability. . . . 

Because the United States has the world’s third largest population and 
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the largest economy, with an unparalleled scale of per capita consump-
tion and waste generation, even slight changes in U.S. consumption pat-
terns or population size can have a significant impact on sustainability. 
Annual per capita gains in reducing wastes, improving resource efficiency, 
and promoting economic growth must exceed 1 percent to translate into 
real reductions in environmental impact and real growth in the Ameri-
can standard of living. Thus, unless some technological change substan-
tially reduces the scale of resources needed to maintain the current quality 
of life in the United States, continued population growth steadily makes 
more difficult the job of mitigating the environmental impact of Ameri-
can resource use and waste production patterns. Based on current trends, 
efficiency in the use of all resources would have to increase by more than 
50 percent over the next four or five decades just to keep pace with popu-
lation growth.

Managing population growth, resources, and wastes is essential to en-
suring that the total impact of these factors is within the bounds of sus-
tainability. Stabilizing the population without changing consumption and 
waste production patterns would not be enough, but it would make an im-
mensely challenging task more manageable. In the United States, each is 
necessary; neither alone is sufficient.

(Population and Consumption Task Force Report, chapter 6)

The size of our population and the scale of our consumption are essential 
determinants of whether or not the United States will be able to achieve 
sustainability.  .  .  . For America’s future, the United States must strive to 
manage its resources, reduce waste products, and stabilize population so 
that the total impact of its activity is sustainable.

The Task Force believes that the two most important steps the United 
States must take toward sustainability are: 1) to stabilize U.S. popula-
tion promptly; and 2) to move toward greater material and energy effi-
ciency in all production and use of goods and services. . . . Fortunately, the 
United States can stabilize its population by addressing the determinants 
of growth with the sensitivity and forthrightness these issues deserve. . . . 

Meeting Americans’ reproductive health needs will go a long way 
toward reducing unintended pregnancies and slowing population growth 
towards the point of population stabilization. This significant challenge for 
American health care can be met through provision of education, infor-
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mation and voluntary reproductive health services; contraceptive research 
and development; by attacking poverty and promoting personal responsi-
bility; and by addressing the remaining obstacles to women’s full economic 
and social opportunity. . . . 

Finally, one- third of U.S. population growth comes from legal and ille-
gal immigration, now at an all- time high. This is a sensitive issue, but re-
ducing immigration levels is a necessary part of population stabilization 
and the drive toward sustainability.

(Population and Consumption Task Force Report, Executive Summary)

Policy Recommendation #4— Immigration: The United States should de-
velop comprehensive and responsible immigration and foreign policies 
that reduce illegal immigration and mitigate the factors that encourage 
immigration. Research on linkages between demographic change, includ-
ing immigration factors, and sustainable development should also in-
crease. . . . 

Today, addressing immigration is an important aspect of the broad 
question of population stabilization in this country. Immigration accounts 
for one- third of total U.S. population growth and is a factor that must be 
addressed in the overall effort to stabilize population voluntarily. Because 
new immigrants typically have high fertility rates, immigration will be a 
powerful factor in future population growth.

(Population and Consumption Task Force Report, chapters 4 and 6)

Population growth, especially when coupled with current consumption 
patterns, affects sustainability. A sustainable United States is one where 
all Americans have access to family planning and reproductive health ser-
vices, women enjoy increased opportunities for education and employ-
ment, and responsible immigration policies are fairly implemented and 
enforced.

(Sustainable America: A New Consensus for Prosperity,  
Opportunity, and a Healthy Environment for the Future, chapter 6)

Goal #8 [of 10 Proposed “National Goals toward Sustainable Develop-
ment”]: Population— Move toward Stabilization of U.S. Population: Indi-
cators of Progress:
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 • Population Growth: Reduced rate of population growth in the 
United States and the world.

 • Status of Women: Increased educational opportunity for women; 
increased income equality for equivalent work.

 • Unintended Pregnancies: Decreased number of unintended preg-
nancies in the United States.

 • Teen Pregnancies: Decreased number of teenage pregnancies in the 
United States.

 • Immigration: Decreased number of illegal immigrants.
(Sustainable America: A New Consensus for Prosperity,  

Opportunity, and a Healthy Environment for the Future, chapter 1)
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