
 

Lack of inclusion in national surveys may
skew our understanding of the public's
opinion on immigration

September 24 2014, by Lizzie Hedrick

  
 

  

The Politics of Belonging: Race, Public Opinion and Ethnicity (University of
Chicago Press, 2013) declares race as the driving force behind public opinion on
immigration.

Jane Junn, professor of political science, likens her research on public
opinion of immigration to a white light entering a prism—specifically
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the iconic image on the cover of Pink Floyd's album The Dark Side of
the Moon.

The white light—representative of the public interviewed as a
whole—enters the prism and exits as a rainbow of colors. Each refracted
beam symbolizes a different racial identity that must be analyzed
separately.

Junn's book, The Politics of Belonging: Race, Public Opinion, and
Immigration (University of Chicago Press), argues that our understanding
of the public's opinion on immigration must include an analysis of each
racial group's unique perspective.

"Now nonwhite Americans make up more than a third of the population,
so we can't just keep going on saying that public opinion is this one
thing," she said. "The goal of our book was to construct a model to
explain why different racial groups feel differently about immigration
and political belonging."

The book Junn co-authored with Tufts University professor Natalie
Masuoka has received the 2014 Ralph Bunche Award from the
American Political Science Association (APSA)—the leading
organization for the study of political science. The Politics of Belonging
also received an honorable mention for APSA's Migration and
Citizenship Section book award.

"What makes our work relevant is that we are trying to show how
Americans get along when we're now so incredibly diverse," Junn said.
"Diversity has always been a tension in U.S. politics. It's never been the
case that immigrants have been welcomed with open arms—there have
always been rules, stereotypes and practices that limit everyone coming
together and being treated equally."
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The Politics of Belonging explores how and why people believe some
should and some shouldn't be allowed to live in the United States.

"The politics of immigration is an incredibly divisive topic," Junn said.
"If you're a democrat, you don't want to lose your immigrant voters and
at the same time you have to think about your constituents who don't
want to let more people into the country.'"

Junn believes that the book is particularly important in today's political
climate because "we have no real, comprehensive immigration
policy—even now.

"From unaccompanied minors crossing the border to children being
separated from their parents who are found to be
unauthorized—everything that happens is a question of what our laws
say about who gets to belong."

The authors declare race as the driving force behind public opinion on
immigration.

"Race is the main divider because it has always been the most critical
defining restriction to American citizenship," she said, noting that the
Three-Fifths Compromise—a 1787 clause in the constitution defining
the slave population to count as three-fifths of free persons—set the
legislative apportionment in the states, thus determining the number of
seats each state would have in the House of Representatives.

Today, race remains a major discussion in the question of citizenship.

The book was also recognized for including innovative data analysis,
which drew from five surveys—one of which the authors conducted
themselves.
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"We don't take the American public as one group, but rather take the
major four racial identities—white, African American, Asian American
and Hispanic—and look at them separately and in their historical
contexts," she said. "There is a reason why Michelle Obama, for
example, feels differently about being American from how Cindy
McCain does, because the first lady's ancestors were prohibited from
political belonging as a function of race."

Most national surveys don't interview enough minorities to analyze each
group separately, Junn said.

"Many public opinion studies describe only what white Americans think
about immigration," she said. While diverse internally, whites have
distinctive attitudes about immigration compared to minority Americans.
"We found that Latinos, African Americans and Asian Americans are
much more open to a more progressive immigration policy given their
experiences of conditional welcome to America."

Junn said that gleaning a deeper understanding of where opinions come
from —drawing from analyses of both history and personal
experience—tells us about who we are as people.

"I think understanding the contours and dynamic of our public opinion
offers us insights into how distinct groups decide who belongs in this
country," she said, "and therefore why lawmakers choose to enact—or
not even consider initiating—new immigration policies."
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