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Abstract 

There are strong opinions on both sides of the immigration debate in the United States. 

For decades, people have disagreed on how to best approach the immigration question. This 

article intends to delve into the background of immigration in the United States, the present 

climate of immigration policy, and the effects of immigration on American culture. This research 

examines the literature on the topic and analyses key data points to conclude that immigration 

has aided in the development and diversification of the American economy and culture. However, 

inconsistencies in the current immigration policy have created a patchwork of laws and 

regulations that is difficult to enforce. Also necessary is immigration reform that provides a legal 

route to citizenship for illegal immigrants and addresses the underlying issues that drive them to 

the United States. 

Keywords:  immigration, United States, policy, reform, diversity, economy 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



      3 

 

Introduction 

Immigration to the United States has a long and tangled history. From the time of the first 

European settlers to the present day, the United States has always provided a safe refuge for 

anyone seeking a better life. Throughout history, people have travelled from far and wide to 

settle here, bringing with them their own traditions, ideas, and ideals. Immigrants have 

significantly contributed to the United States' economic, social, and cultural infrastructure. 

However, immigration has been a contentious issue, with proponents and opponents on opposite 

sides of the debate. There are many who argue that immigration is bad because it raises 

competition for jobs, strains social services, and poses security dangers. The focus of this 

research is on the history, current policy, and societal effects of immigration in the United States. 

Immigration has always played a significant role in shaping American society. Many 

people from different parts of the world have migrated to the United States in hopes of 

improving their economic situation, gaining religious freedom, or escaping oppression. However, 

immigration has been a contentious issue, with proponents and opponents on opposite sides of 

the debate. This paper provides a historical context for the current immigration system in the 

United States by reviewing the key immigration waves, policy developments, and watershed 

events that have shaped it. 

Historical Background and Policies of Immigration in the United States 

Colonial Era to 19th Century 

In the early 1600s, Europeans began arriving in what is now the United States, marking 

the beginning of the country's Colonial Era of immigration. Primarily seeking economic 

opportunities, religious freedom, and political refuge, these early immigrants came to the United 

States from England, Scotland, and Ireland (Bodnar, 2011). In response, in 1980, Congress 
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passed the Refugee Act, which established the United States' current refugee resettlement 

programme in its entirety. Through this programme, refugees were able to enter the country 

outside of the normal immigration channels. 

  

20th Century 

The Great Depression and World War II limited immigration to the United States in the 

first half of the twentieth century. After the war ended, however, immigration picked back up, 

and many people came from countries that had been ravaged by the fighting. The Immigration 

and Nationality Act of 1965 brought about major reforms to the immigration system in the 

United States in the 1960s. This law did away with the previous quota system based on national 

origin, which gave European immigrants a significant advantage, and replaced it with one based 

on family unification and skilled work. 

 21st Century 

Even in the 21st century, the United States' immigration policy continues to be a 

contentious issue. After the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, the United States 

implemented significant reforms to its immigration policy, including the creation of the 

Department of Homeland Security and stricter inspection of immigrants (Katz, 2017). Some 

undocumented immigrants who came to the United States as children are eligible for temporary 

protection from deportation and work permits thanks to President Obama's Deferred Action for 

Childhood Arrivals (DACA) programme, which was established in 2012. However, the 

programme has been beset by legal challenges and ambiguity (Katz, 2017). In recent years, the 

topic of immigration policy has mostly focused on undocumented immigrants. 
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The current state of immigration in the United States 

Constant discussions and policy adjustments characterise the current state of immigration 

policy in the United States. The Trump administration has implemented a number of initiatives 

to reduce legal and illegal immigration, including limitations on travel, the cancellation of the 

Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) programme, and the separation of families at 

the border. To begin reversing some of these policies, the Biden administration has suggested a 

road to citizenship for unauthorised immigrants and reestablished DACA. The human rights of 

individuals seeking asylum have also been called into question as a result of the recent flood of 

migrants at the southern border. 

According to projections produced by the Migration Policy Institute, foreign-born 

residents accounted for 13.7 percent of the total population of the United States in 2019. About 

half were naturalised citizens, while the rest were legal permanent residents or illegal aliens. As a 

result of Trump administration policy, more immigrants were deported or had their legal status 

revoked, while fewer were allowed to enter the country. According to the report (Batalova et al., 

2021), more immigrants may be able to obtain legal status and citizenship as a result of actions 

planned by the Biden administration. 

Debates and Controversies Surrounding Immigration 

The immigration debate often centres on the contentious issue of how immigrants will 

affect the host country's economy. Immigration advocates often highlight the potential benefits to 

the economy and the labour market from accepting newcomers. They also argue that 

immigration help bolster the economy and social programmes like social security. On the other 

hand, those who are against immigration point out that non-natives can drive down wages and 
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take jobs away from natives. They also argue that immigration increase the burden on public 

services and make social problems like crime and poverty worse. 

The impact of immigrants on the culture of the country they settle in is another topic of 

debate. Proponents of immigration point to the positive effects of increased diversity on society 

at large. They also note the possibility that cross-cultural dialogue will lead to novel insights. 

However, critics of immigration stress the risk of social strife brought on by people's varied 

cultural backgrounds. Culture clashes between immigrants and natives, they say, can lead to 

social problems like terrorism and extremism. 

These discussions are influenced by numerous and varied political and social forces. 

Some examples of political factors include the political climate in the host country and the 

ideology of various political parties and interest groups. Some examples of social variables are 

the ageing of populations, declining birth rates, and cultural and societal attitudes towards 

immigration. Conditions in the work market, such as unemployment and wage stagnation, and 

the accessibility of public resources and social services can both have a role. The aforementioned 

debates and controversies, which represent larger society ideals and aims, complicate policy 

decisions regarding immigration by requiring a rigorous appraisal of trade-offs between 

economic, cultural, and social issues. 

Economic Impact of Immigration 

Immigration's effect on the American economy is a contentious topic that has sparked 

heated debate. Immigrants, on the one hand, can aid economic expansion through their 

contributions of labour and skills, their ability to help fill labour market gaps, and their 

encouragement of inventiveness and entrepreneurship. On the other hand, there are others who 

worry that immigration will put a strain on society by lowering salaries, boosting competition for 
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employment, and depleting public services. Evidence on immigration's influence on salaries and 

employment has been conflicting. Native-born employees, especially those with less education 

or working in low-skilled industries, may see their salaries drop and their unemployment rates 

rise as a result of immigration, according to some studies. Other research suggests that for highly 

qualified employees and industries with large proportions of immigrant employment, 

immigration can have a favourable effect on wages and employment. 

Economic growth is another area where research consistently finds immigration to be 

beneficial. Increased productivity, increased creativity and entrepreneurship, and a larger tax 

base are all ways in which immigrants boost economic development. According to a study by the 

National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, immigrants have a net positive 

effect on the U.S. economy because they pay more in taxes than they receive in government 

benefits. Certain sectors, including agriculture, tourism, and healthcare, rely heavily on the 

contributions of immigrants. Jobs that are hard to fill with U.S.-born workers are commonly 

filled by immigrants, and their contributions to these fields are vital to the economy as a whole. 

Social Impact of Immigration 

The social fabric of the United States has been profoundly altered by immigration. 

Increased cultural diversity is one of the most obvious results of immigration because of the wide 

range of languages, religions, customs, and traditions that immigrants bring with them. This 

variety has the potential to improve American life by promoting mutual appreciation and 

tolerance among people of different backgrounds. However, there may be social difficulties 

brought on by immigration, especially in terms of integrating into new communities. In addition 

to prejudice, immigrants may experience language obstacles, cultural misconceptions, and 

trouble adjusting to a new country. These difficulties can fuel antagonism, discrimination, and 
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isolation among immigrant populations. However, immigration can also pave the way for 

upward economic and social mobility. The United States is a destination for many immigrants 

who, with hard work and effort, can improve their lives and those of their families. There are 

many positive and negative ways in which immigration has affected American culture. 

 Conclusion 

The United States has been profoundly changed by immigration, both economically and 

socially. As a result of immigration, the country's workforce has grown, new businesses have 

been founded, and key positions in a variety of industries have been filled. Discrimination, 

cultural gaps, and problems with social integration are only some of the societal obstacles that 

immigration has spawned. In spite of the difficulties, immigrants have greatly contributed to 

American culture and civilization. Future studies and policymaking must take into account the 

nuances of immigration in the United States. How immigration might be used to benefit both 

immigrants and native-born Americans economically, as well as methods for maximising social 

cohesion while minimising prejudice, are important topics for future study. There has to be a 

more holistic approach to policymaking about immigration that considers the economic, social, 

and cultural dimensions of the phenomenon. As a whole, immigration is a tricky problem with 

many facets that need careful consideration. Immigrants and the larger American community can 

both benefit from and learn from an examination of the pros and cons of immigration. 

  

References 

Bodnar, J. E. (2011). Immigration and migration: A historical perspective. Social 

Education, 75(1), 20-25. 



      9 

 

Katz, M. (2017). Immigration policy and the terror attacks of September 11, 2001. The 

Journal of American History, 104(3), 626–638. 

Batalova, J., Lopez, M. H., & Kandel, W. (2021). Immigrants in the United States: 

Profile and legal status. Migration Policy Institute. 

https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/immigrants-in-the-united-states-2021 

Borjas, G. J. (2019). Immigration and the U.S. labour market: A look ahead. Journal of 

Labor Economics, 37(S2), S371-S409. doi: 10.1086/703418 

Hanson, G. H., Robertson, R., & Spilimbergo, A. (2002). Immigration, globalization, and 

income inequality. The American Economic Review, 92(2), 196–200. doi: 

10.1257/000282802320189542 

https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/immigrants-in-the-united-states-2021

