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Weeks 9-10: Culture, Crime, and Immigration 

I. The Value of Assimilation: Coordination and Beyond 
A. The American “melting pot” has long been a popular ideal. 
B. Though some have put forward the competing “salad bowl” ideal, almost 

everyone favors immigrant assimilation along some important dimensions. 
1. Language 
2. Support for democracy 
3. Support for human rights 
4. Educational success 
5. Self-support 
6. Rejection of extremism 

C. What’s good about assimilation?   
D. Palatable answer: coordination.  No culture is “better” than any other, but it 

is better for people who share a country to share a culture to avoid a 
“Tower of Babel” situation. 

E. Bitter but potentially better answer:  
1. Good culture makes countries successful. 
2. Successful countries spur immigration from unsuccessful countries. 
3. If immigrants assimilate, larger group gets to enjoy the benefits of 

the “superior” culture. 
4. Otherwise, receiving countries will eventually be as bad as sending 

countries. 
F. Example: Is Islamic fundamentalism a good system in culturally supportive 

countries?  Or is it bad everywhere? 
G. Of course, some assimilation concerns could be about coordination, while 

others are about cultural superiority. 
H. Related point: Comparing different kinds of immigrants. 

1. Krikorian’s position 
2. Typical nativist’s position 

I. “Magic dirt” – or magic culture? 
II. Linguistic Assimilation 

A. Best-case for coordination: Life is easier if all the people in a country 
share a common language, but it doesn’t much matter which language 
they share. 
1. Though speaking a globally more popular language does have 

clear benefits. 
2. The case of early Israel. 

B. There is a widespread perception in the U.S. that the latest wave of 
immigrants is failing to learn English.  Is this true? 



C. On the surface, yes.  Between 1980 and 2010, the share of the U.S. 
population that doesn’t speak English in the home rose from 11% to 21%.  
44% in California! 

D. On closer look, immigrants themselves haven’t changed much. 
1. First-generation adult immigrants from non-English countries rarely 

became fluent in the past, and rarely become fluent today. 
2. Subsequent generations of immigrants, however, continue to attain 

near-universal fluency. 
E. “Speaks English well” results for kids (ages 6-15) by generation. 

1. Note: These measures understate adult fluency. 

 
 

 



F. U.S. schools spend years trying to teach foreign languages to natives, 
with negligible results; 88% who say they speak the foreign language 
“very well” learned it at home. 

G. How long does this home learning last?  Sociologists actually measure 
“linguistic life expectancies” in generations.  Results for sample in 
southern California: 

 
H. Some people see the higher survival of Spanish fluency in Hispanics as a 

sign of poor assimilation.  Given Hispanic kids’ high English fluency, is the 
ability to speak a second language really a sign of a problem? 

III. Educational Assimilation 
A. There is normally a high correlation between parental education and child 

education. 
B. Question: If we admit lots of low-education immigrants, should we expect 

this to sharply depress the education of the next generation? 
C. Answer: No, because the children of immigrants have much higher 

upward mobility than children of natives. 
D. The pattern for children of natives: 



 
E. The pattern for children of immigrants: 

 

 
F. Suppose we code the five educational categories from 1-5, then look at 

the conditional expectation for childrens’ education as a function of 
parental education.  Results: 

  



 
 

Parental 
Education 

Native 
Parent 

Immigrant 
Parent 

1 1.9 2.3 
2 2.5 2.9 
3 3.2 3.4 
4 3.9 4.0 
5 4.4 4.4 

 
G. We can use this information to construct another table mapping 

immigrants’ observed education into their potential education – i.e., the 
education they would have acquired if they’d been born in the United 
States.  

Immigrant 
Education 

Environment 
Deprivation 

Actual Potential 
1 1.67 -.67 
2 2.57 -.57 
3 3.29 -.29 
4 4.20 -.20 
5 5.00 -.00 

 
H. This gives us a plausible measure of the environmental deprivation effect 

of growing up outside of the U.S. 
1. The poorer the country, the greater the likely deprivation. 

IV. Basics of Trust 
A. Intuitively, social trust seems like a good thing.   

1. “Society works better if we trust each other.” 
2. Less conflict. 
3. Less need for formal enforcement. 

B. Social scientists almost always measure trust with simple survey 
questions.  E.g. the General Social Survey asks, “Generally speaking, 
would you say that most people can be trusted or that you can't be too 
careful in life?”   
1. Response options: “Can trust,” “Depends,” and “Can’t be too careful.” 
2. Generic label for such questions: “generalized trust.” 

C. Since the World Values Survey also measures generalized trust, a vast 
literature uses trust to predict local, state, nation, and international 
outcomes. 



D. Standard results: Trust is good for almost all desirable social outcomes. 
Trusting societies are richer, safer, happier, etc. 

E. Caveat: This is the consensus view.  However, a few seemingly careful 
review articles argue that the trust literature suffers from both confirmation 
bias and carelessness.   

V. Immigration and Trust 
A. Many scholars are worried that immigration will hurt trust. 
B. Why?  Main argument is that immigration raises diversity, and diversity is 

bad for trust. 
C. Even many left-wing social scientists regretfully make this argument, most 

notably Robert Putnam. 
D. If you actually look at the numbers in Putnam’s own work, however, the 

magnitude of this diversity effect is microscopic. 

 



E. Putnam uses a 4-point scale.  Moving from current U.S. diversity level to 
maximum diversity reduces predicted trust by .04. 

F. Much bigger effects: 
1. Black and Hispanic shares 
2. Homeownership 
3. Citizenship 

G. There is however a much stronger argument that immigrants depress 
national trust.  Namely: Most would-be immigrants come from poor 
countries, and poor countries have low trust. 

 
VI. Trust Assimilation 

A. If migrants bring their low trust with them, and pass their low trust on to 
their kids, admitting low-trust migrants eventually yields a low-trust 
country. 

B. Is trust really so persistent?  Researchers are divided. 
C. How do you measure assimilation?  Standard method: 

1. Measure trust in ancestral country. 
2. See how well this predicts trust in country of residence. 

D. One common view: 
1. High assimilation for Europe 
2. Low assimilation for U.S. 

E. When I looked at U.S. studies, the work seemed poor.  In particular, the 
sample of countries of origin was very narrow.  So I greatly expanded the 
sample.   



1. Trust measure is binary; 0=”most people can’t be trusted,” 1=”most 
people can be trusted.”   

2. Perfect trust persistence means C=0, Born*Ancestral=(1-
Born)*Ancestral=1. 

F. Results: if you treat African-Americans like immigrants, trust assimilation is 
moderate, especially for later generations. 

 
G. If you distinguish between slaves and free migrants, trust assimilation is 

high, especially for later generations. 

 
H. Bottom line: Trust is much more like than language than hair color. 
I.  Why trust is overrated: 

1.  Moderate trust is helpful, but almost no one in the U.S. would 
bother to migrate to enjoy the benefits of higher trust. 

2.  Moderate trust may be better for growth. 
3.  Ultra-trusting earn less and get cheated more. 
4.  What’s really good is not trust but trustworthiness. 
5.  Quip: We need enough trust to make credit cards work. 

VII. Immigration and Crime in the U.S. 
A. Critics of immigration routinely point to immigrant crime – and immigrants 

undeniably commit some crimes. 
B. From a social science point of view, however, the key question is: 

Compared to what?  Are immigrants more criminally inclined than natives, 
the same, or less? 

C. The answer for the U.S. is clear.  By virtually every known measure, 
immigrants have lower average crime rates than natives.  Census data: 



 
 

D. But this doesn’t quite decide matters.  In principle, immigrants could 
indirectly raise crime rates by raising natives’ crime rates. 
1. Immigrants raise unemployment, so natives turn to crime. 
2. Immigrants undermine social cohesion, so natives turn to crime. 

E. In the U.S., at least, the opposite seems true.  A large literature finds that 
immigration lowers overall crime rates. 

F. There is less research for Europe, but there immigrants seem to have 
above-average crime rates. (Table 7.1 from Routledge Handbook on 
Crime and International Migration) 

G. Simplest story: U.S. natives have high crime, so immigrants are better 
than us.  European natives have low crime, so immigrants are worse than 
them. 

VIII. Immigration, Terrorism, and Availability Cascades 
A. Especially in the U.S., foreigners are greatly overrepresented in deadly 

terrorism.   
1. From 1975-2015, foreign-born terrorists were responsible for 88% of 

all terrorist deaths on U.S. soil. 
B. The reaction to terrorism has been very costly.  The U.S. alone has spent 

trillions. 
C. The measured size of the problem, however, is tiny.  For the U.S., murder 

is less than 1% of all deaths, and terrorism is less than 1% of all murders. 
D. Why the disproportionate reaction?  The availability cascades model 

(Kuran and Sunstein) provides the best answer. 
  



 

 

 



E. Cognitive psychologists have found that people frequently estimate 
probabilities based upon how easy it is to think of examples.  They call this 
the “availability heuristic.” 

F. This often leads to systematically biased estimates, or "availability bias." 
G. Psychologists normally demonstrate this bias in simple experiments.  How 

does it play out in the real world? 
H. Kuran and Sunstein’s story: The interaction between availability bias and 

the media leads to a never-ending series of mass hysterias, or "availability 
cascades.” 

I. The cycle of hysteria: 
1. The media gives massive coverage to shocking but rare events in 

order to get good ratings. 
2. The public watches.  Watching makes it easier for the public to 

think of examples of the events the media covers.  
3. One effect: The public begins to think the problems are 

quantitatively serious, so it gets easier to sell the public similar 
stories. 

4. Other effect: Politicians begin trying to solve the "problem" to win 
votes. 

J. Examples: 
1. Nuclear power 
2. Mass shootings 
3. Frankenfoods 
4. Terrorism 

IX. Pre-Assimilation 
A. Common observation about immigration today versus 100 years ago: 

Modern transportation and communication have reduced the benefit of 
assimilation, so immigrants assimilate less than they used to. 
1. Krikorian’s doughnut analogy 

B. Yet this is only half the story: Modern transportation and communication 
also reduce the cost of assimilation.   

C. Most notably: In the modern world, many hundreds of millions of 
foreigners “pre-assimilate” to Western cultures they have never 
experienced first-hand. 

D. If and when they arrive, they are ready to “hit the ground running.” 
X. Cosmopolitanism and Diversity 

A. Does cosmopolitanism undermine diversity? 
B. In one sense, yes: If everyone has full access to all of the world’s cultures, 

no place remains culturally distinct. 
C. In another sense, no: If everyone has full access to all of the world’s 

cultures, each person has a maximum menu of cultural choices. 
D. By analogy: If every store has all goods, do consumers have one choice 

or vast choice?   
1. Trivially, one choice. 

E. Practically, vast choice. 
 


