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Immigration issues in Europe and the United States are quite distinct. In Europe, the issues focus 
more on concerns over Islam and cultural differences. Historically, Europe is a continent of nations 
with aging populations and falling birthrates. European population may drop by 2.5 million a year 
by the middle of the century. In contrast, the Muslim population has doubled to about 15 million 
since the 1980s and has become the region’s largest minority. Some see the religious head scarves, the 
arranged marriages, and conservative imams as challenges to equality and democracy.

Consider the challenge that Sweden, a country of 9 million, is facing: More than 2 million Iraqis 
have fled their homeland since the U.S.-led invasion in 2003. Most are living in Syria, Jordan, and 
other Middle Eastern nations where they are not allowed to work and are denied visas, but they are 
unwilling to go home. Now a growing number are heading toward Europe, especially Sweden, which 
for decades has offered refugees and asylum seekers government aid and generous family reunifica-
tion plans. As of 2011, Sweden had 82,629 refugees and another 18,635 asylum seekers. Some of the 
refugees pay smugglers up to $15,000 for passage to Sweden. Refugees must then apply for asylum 
and learn Swedish, with its many sounds for the letter g, adapt to Swedish culture without the familiar 
calls to prayer, eat meat that was not slaughtered according to Islamic tradition, and drink hot tea in 
a land of lattes and espressos.

Consider also France: For more than 200 years since the French Revolution, France has declared 
that distinctions of race or creed must be submerged for the good of La France. Everyone is French, 
so no politician campaigns for the votes of ethnic groups. The French are so committed to the idea of 
equality that it is against the law to survey the population by race, ethnicity, or religion.

Figure 14.5  Global Attitudes Toward Immigration
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Source: Pew Research Center (2007).


