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Americans and based immigration policy on family rela-
tionships and skills. Current debates in the U.S. Congress 
over immigration reform, however, reveal the persistent 
contentious nature of policies related to immigration, 
including undocumented migration from Latin America.

After the Great Recession began in 2008, immigration 
to the United States slowed. In Mexico, an economic 
rebound and successful efforts to lower the birth rate have 
led to fewer people looking for jobs in the United States. 
Those factors, in combination with the economic reces-
sion, anti-immigrant environment, and tighter U.S. bor-
der controls, have led to fewer Mexicans making the trip to 
the United States and more returning to Mexico. Since 
2013, most new immigrants have been from Asia rather 
than Latin America (Barrera 2013).

Immigrants seeking a better life often struggle in their new 
locations. Consider Mohammed from Senegal who traverses 
the streets of Verona, Italy, trying to make a living selling chil-
dren’s books and hoping he might have some money left to 
send back to his family. Mohammed speaks five languages and 
has a high school education, but opportunities in his homeland 
are limited, and he is an undocumented immigrant in Italy. 
European countries, especially those with former colonies, 
have large populations of immigrants from North Africa and 
the Middle East. These immigrants often face great peril in 

their attempts to gain entry into more prosperous nations; and 
once they arrive, many find themselves in crowded, unsanitary 
housing with little economic opportunity.

Social scientists study the impact of immigration, 
pointing out that immigration tends to yield significant 
economic gains for receiving countries. Scholars who 
study migration—especially long-distance migration that 
involves crossing into another society—point out that 
migrants are usually among the most hardworking, ambi-
tious, optimistic, healthy, and well-adjusted people, for it 
takes considerable courage and motivation to undertake a 
migration to a new land. Isabel Wilkerson summarizes,

Any migration takes some measure of energy, plan-
ning, and forethought. It requires not only the desire 
for something better but the willingness to act on 
that desire to achieve it. Thus, the people who under-
take such a journey are more likely to be either 
among the more educated in their homes of origin or 
those most motivated. (Wilkerson 2010:261)

A recent study of immigrants to the United States shows 
people born elsewhere who later acquire U.S. citizenship are 
more likely than their native-born neighbors to marry, less 
likely to divorce, and more likely to avoid poverty. In the 10 
poorest U.S. states, native-born citizens earn just $0.84 to 
every $1 earned by naturalized citizens. In the richest states, 
the ratio is $0.97 to $1. One reason for this difference in 
earnings comes from the fact that foreign-born naturalized 
citizens tend to bring with them the tools and attitudes they 
need to be successful. They had to have the wherewithal to 
leave their home country, find sponsors in the United States, 
navigate visa and green card requirements, and fulfill the 
requirements for U.S. citizenship. Those who can do all that 
tend to be self-reliant and willing to take risks and have an 
entrepreneurial spirit (Giridharadas 2014).

International Migration.  More than 3.1% of the world’s 
population is “on the go” each year. That is 232 million 
international migrants, or 1 out of every 33 persons in the 
world. Half are women. These migrants change the size and 
characteristics of populations around the world, expanding 
some areas and emptying out others (Swing 2015).

Many people have taken great risks to enter Global North 
nations illegally in search of work. Luis is one such undocu-
mented immigrant. His story, in the next “Engaging 
Sociology,” illustrates the hardships that many migrants must 
endure as they seek a better life for themselves and their fami-
lies. To these migrants, a better life awaits if they can reach it.
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Humans are able to live and have dispersed to some very inhospitable 
places, like Antarctica, where there is no sunshine at all for 5 to 6 
months of the year, and temperatures at the South Pole have dropped 
as low as −135.8 degrees Fahrenheit. Antarctic communities are 
mostly research stations.


