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Does family history matter for policy making in democracies? Linking mem- 
bers of Congress (MCs) to the census, we observe countries of birth for members, 
their parents, and their grandparents, allowing us to measure ancestry for the 
politicians in office when U.S. immigration policy changed dramatically, from clos- 
ing the border in the 1920s to reshaping admittance criteria in the 1960s. We find 
that legislators descended from immigrant parents or grandparents support more 
permissive immigration legislation. They are also less likely to speak negatively 
about immigration in speeches before Congress. A regression discontinuity design 

analyzing close elections, which addresses district-level selection and holds dis- 
trict composition constant, confirms our results on roll call voting and speech. Ef- 
forts to account for selection into immigration—such as comparing international 
immigrants to domestic migrants and exploiting variation in restrictive legisla- 
tion targeting specific regions of origin—further confirm the relationship between 

family immigration experience and more permissive stances on immigration pol- 
icy. We then explore mechanisms, finding support for in-group identity in con- 
necting family history with policy making. MCs name their children in ways that 
express immigrant identity, and immigrant-descended MCs discuss immigration 
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using more personal frames, emphasizing family over economic considerations. 
Our findings illustrate the important role of personal background in legislative 
behavior in democratic societies, even on major and controversial topics like im- 
migration, and suggest how experiences transmitted from previous generations 
can inform lawmakers’ views. JEL codes: D7, F22, H7, J15, N32, N42.

The whole debate we are now undertaking over immigrati
the Dreamers has become somewhat personal for me becaus
reminded me, in a very strong way, that I and my brother ar
generation Americans. We are the sons of an immigrant wh
to this country at the age of 17 without a nickel in his pocke
–—Senator Bernie Sanders, speech on Senate Floor, Febru
2018 

I. INTRODUCTION 

Since the Naturalization Act of 1790, immigration 

zenship questions have been among the most fraught do
political contestation in the United States. Public suppo
strictive immigration legislation has been common ( Hain
and Hopkins 2014 ), with the arrival of immigrants often
ing intense political backlash and demands for immigr
strictions ( Alsan, Eriksson, and Niemesh 2020 ; Tabelli
Alesina and Tabellini 2024 ). 1 Although U.S. immigra
icy has oscillated between expansive and restrictive 

( Tichenor 2002 ), at least rhetorically the United States 
tion of immigrants.” One reason the long- and short-run r
to immigration could diverge ( Giuliano and Tabellini 202
many U.S. citizens, including members of Congress (MC
personal or family stories of immigration; even several
tions back, an immigrant family history might anchor
sive attitudes toward immigration. Though only a small
MCs are or were immigrants themselves (historically 

see Figure I ), a significant number have foreign-born pa
grandparents. For example, in the 115th Congress (servin
2019), 11 representatives (2.5%) and a single senator we
grants, and 11.8% of representatives and 14.6% of sena

1. The political effects of immigration are not always homogeneo
ample, Mayda, Peri, and Steingress (2022) show that low-skilled immi
creased Republican vote share, while high-skilled immigration had th
effect. 
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FIGURE I 

Foreign-Born Members of Congress, 1789–2018 

This figure illustrates the percentage of foreign-born members in the U.S. House 
of Representatives (solid black line) and in the U.S. Senate (dashed red line). 
MC birthplace is drawn from the Biographical Directory of the United States 
Congress. The period studied in this article is denoted with a gray box. While 
MC birthplace is relatively simple to collect for this period, tracing foreign-born 

family history requires additional sources like linking to the complete count cen- 
suses. With some notable exceptions (e.g., in the 1850s) the House has tended to 
have a larger share of foreign-born members than the Senate. From the 1870s to 
the 1930s, both chambers of Congress reached or surpassed 5% of all members as 
foreign born. Since then, both chambers have seen sustained declines. 
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t least one foreign-born parent. In the first half of the twentieth 

entury, the share of representatives with at least one foreign- 
orn parent reached as high as 30% of the chamber and even more 

ad at least one foreign-born grandparent. 
In this article, we ask if electing legislators with family his- 

ories of immigration matters for setting national policy. Though 

Cs often cite their personal or family history when discussing 

mmigration ( Swarns 2006 ; Burden 2007 , 18), does having a 

ongress composed of lawmakers with an immigrant background 

ver meaningfully alter policy decisions in areas of fierce polit- 
cal conflict? MCs might support permissive immigration policy 

or many reasons, but two central explanations are: (i) because 

t aligns with their electoral incentives, or (ii) because of their 
wn preferences. Senator Edward Kennedy’s role in formulating 

nd passing the U.S. Diversity Visa lottery serves as a distillation 

f these concepts and the challenges in distinguishing between 

hem empirically. Kennedy pushed for the policy change because 

f his own family connection to immigration and because his con- 
tituents included a large share of people with family histories of 

art/qjaf017_f1.eps
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immigration ( Law 2002 ). 2 Our empirical approach allows us to es-
timate the relationship between family history and legislative be-
havior holding electoral districts and other important background
characteristics constant and to distinguish between explanations
based on personal preference and electoral incentives in a variety
of ways. 

To understand the behavior of legislators with immigrant
family backgrounds, we turn to the most consequential period
of immigration lawmaking in U.S. history and study lawmakers
in the U.S. House and Senate from the 51st to 91st Congresses
(1889–1971). Our sample period includes the exclusion of Chinese
immigrants in the late nineteenth century, the closing of the bor-
der in the 1920s, and the reshaping of immigration in 1965 by the
Immigration and Nationality Act, policy choices that affected mil-
lions of people over multiple generations. Our period also allows
us to work with direct measures of legislator family backgrounds.
We link lawmakers to the historical complete count census data
from 1880 to 1940 to observe their family histories ( Ruggles et al.
2020 ). This census match allows us to examine the countries of
origin of the lawmakers, their parents, and, in most cases, their
grandparents. We estimate the differences between MCs with and
without a family history of immigration on two canonical forms of
legislative behavior for MCs: legislative voting and speeches on
the floor of Congress. 

We find that having a recent family history of immigration
is associated with legislators supporting more permissive immi-
gration policy. MCs with family histories of immigration cast pro-
immigration votes—against restrictive bills or in favor of expand-
ing immigration—at higher rates during this period. Our results
hold for both landmark immigration bills and for all immigration
bills with final passage votes. Moreover, the relationship holds
whether we measure the immigration history of MCs’ parents or
grandparents or a weighted combination. 
2. While most Americans (with the exception of Native Americans and de- 
scendants of enslaved Africans) are descended from immigrants (as Franklin Roo- 
sevelt stated in the full quotation we use in the title, “Remember always that all of 
us, and you and I especially, are descended from immigrants and revolutionists”) 
we focus on more recent family history of immigration for two reasons. First, we 
are constrained to the family history we can observe in the U.S. census, where we 
are limited to the parents and grandparents of MCs. Second, this more recent his- 
tory is more likely to be tied to immigrant identity than immigration experiences 
many generations in the past and out of living memory. 

st on 15 M
ay 2025
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These results could reflect the ideological effects of family 

ackground, district-level electoral incentives, district-level selec- 
ion, or selection into immigration. Districts that prefer more ex- 
ansive immigration policy might be more likely to elect MCs 
ith a family history of immigration, or individuals who decide 

o immigrate and their descendants might differ from nonimmi- 
rants in their personal characteristics. We distinguish between 

he possible explanations in four ways. First, all of our results 
n the relationship between immigration history and roll call 
oting hold with a rich set of controls for the composition of 
nd views on immigrants in an MC’s district (and crucially, con- 
tituent immigrant ancestry). Second, MC personal background 

as a stronger association with immigration voting patterns than 

oes district composition, suggesting that district-level electoral 
ncentives may not be the primary factor when MCs take immi- 
ration votes. Third, we use a regression discontinuity in con- 
ressional elections to compare districts just barely or barely 

ot represented by immigrant-background MCs. This approach 

olds constant the district-level electorate and its level of demand 

or immigrant-descended candidates, helping eliminate some con- 
erns over why districts elect representatives with (or without) 
mmigrant family histories (e.g., district-level selection), and it 
onfirms our main finding: congressional seats quasi-randomly 

ssigned to MCs with family histories of immigration favored 

xpansive immigration policies at higher rates. Finally, to ac- 
ount for selection into migration of people and ancestors, we 

old characteristics associated with an immigrant background 

onstant while allowing key experiences to vary. Immigrant an- 
estors were self-selected and might vary on dimensions includ- 
ng entrepreneurship, grit or determination, risk-taking, or open- 
ess to new settings. Domestic migrants and their descendants 
ight also be self-selected on similar characteristics, so we iso- 

ate the role of international immigration specifically by compar- 
ng to a history of domestic migration. MCs with family histories 
f international immigration, not those with family histories of 
omestic migration, appear to drive the support for more open 

mmigration policies. Furthermore, holding immigration history 

xed, MCs with immigrant heritage targeted specifically by re- 
trictive immigration bills were increasingly likely to oppose such 

ills. Our story, we argue, is particularly about immigration and 

he response to policies targeting it, rather than other traits that 
ould be common to all migrants (e.g., domestic and foreign). 
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Do MCs with immigrant family backgrounds also give more
voice to the issue of immigration? We distinguish between the
quantity and quality of speeches on immigration. Drawing on
newly scored speech data from Card et al. (2022) , we show that
MCs with immigrant ancestry are more likely to have a posi-
tive tone about immigration and immigrants when speaking in
Congress. These correlations with MC ancestry are relatively
large compared with correlations of tone with district composi-
tion or party. These results for tone of immigration speech also
hold in a parallel regression discontinuity design (RDD) analy-
sis: in districts with close elections between candidates with dif-
ferent immigration histories, immigrant-descended MCs speak
with a more positive tone about immigration. This change in tone
appears to be driven by a reduction in the number of negative
speeches about immigration among MCs with immigrant family
histories, rather than an increase in positive speeches. Overall,
the RDD suggests that MCs with immigrant family histories give
slightly less voice to the question of immigration, but the speeches
they avoid making are the negative ones. This strategic approach
to immigration policy could allow MCs to support an immigra-
tion agenda through votes without drawing attention from con-
stituents or fellow MCs to their position or appearing to advocate
for narrow interests ( Cormack 2016 ). 

Why do elected officials with immigrant backgrounds take
more permissive stances on immigration policy? We explore three
possible mechanisms: in-group identity, information about immi-
gration, and correlated preferences. Although we cannot distin-
guish between these possibilities fully, we find the most support
for a theory about in-group identity. MCs with immigrant fam-
ily histories exhibit a heightened sense of a connection to group
identity based on source country even before entering Congress,
as demonstrated by choices of culturally specific first names for
their children. Once in Congress, when immigrant-descended
MCs speak about the topic of immigration, they do so in more
personal terms, referring to family more frequently and making
economic arguments less often compared with MCs without im-
migrant family history. Levels of support for permissive immigra-
tion policy can break down along narrower lines of source coun-
try or ethnic or racial identity. Meaningful group boundaries may
form at the level of a specific nation of origin (e.g, Italian immi-
grants, Irish immigrants), pan-ethnic groups, or for an American
national identity in which immigration is valued ( Masuoka 2006 ;
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childkraut 2014 ). Indeed, when faced with legislation restrict- 
ng immigration based on national origin, we find that MCs with 

amily histories rooted in nations unaffected by the restriction 

pposed it at lower rates than did colleagues with family origins 
n targeted countries. Thus, while MCs with family histories of 
mmigration share a common tendency toward permissive immi- 
ration policy, narrower group identity based on nation of origin 

ubsumes it under some conditions. 
A second possible mechanism could be information about im- 

igration. Information particular to an MC with a family history 

f immigration might include an understanding of the plight of 
ew immigrants, the efficiency gains from immigration, the perils 
f zero-sum thinking, or the potential upward mobility of immi- 
rant populations. This knowledge could lead an MC to support 
ore immigration. Although it is difficult to reject this explana- 

ion fully, we show that MCs who could more easily observe the 

elatively higher upward mobility among immigrants (based on 

istrict-level variation in intergenerational mobility; Abramitzky 

t al. 2021b ) do exhibit increased support for immigration, but 
his tendency does not differ between descendants of immigrants 
nd other MCs. 

Third, MCs could support more immigration for ideologically 

trategic reasons. Potential immigrants—who might shape a fu- 
ure electorate—may have political leanings aligned with MCs 
ith immigrant family histories. Support for an expanded wel- 

are state among immigrants, as in Giuliano and Tabellini (2020) , 
ould be one possibility. For this correlated-preferences mecha- 
ism to be at work, immigrant family history would need to mat- 
er for many policy domains beyond immigration and at a mag- 
itude similar to what we observe for immigration. However, 
lacebo tests show roll call voting in other areas generally does 
ot change with MC immigration history. In areas where we do 

bserve some changes, the magnitudes are not as large as for im- 
igration. And, when assessing the sensitivity of district-level 

oll call voting to changes in immigrant family history induced 

y members dying in office, no topic area other than immigra- 
ion approaches statistical significance. These findings make it 
nlikely that MCs support immigration primarily to shape the 

emographics of future constituents because of correlated ideo- 
ogical preferences. 

Based on our findings, this article makes four distinct contri- 
utions. Our first contribution is to the literature on the political 
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economy of immigration. Previous work on the determinants of
immigration policy has emphasized the initial backlash effects of
immigration on the views of the U.S.-born ( Alesina and Tabellini
2024 ); misperceptions about immigrants ( Alesina, Miano, and
Stantcheva 2023 ); institutional conditions in Congress ( Tichenor
2002 ); political, economic, and social conditions in the United
States ( Goldin 1994 ; Timmer and Williamson 1996 ); or interna-
tional events ( Zolberg 2009 ). Looking at migration policy inter-
nationally, Facchini and Mayda (2009 , p. 2) note that, given such
high levels of opposition to immigrants, “it is a puzzle that mi-
gration is allowed to take place at all” and turn to an interest
group model as explanation. We posit that the fact that legisla-
tures are composed of lawmakers with family histories of immi-
gration plays an important and underappreciated role in immi-
gration policy. Although legislator background is hardly the only
force relevant to this policy area, little attention has been paid
to its role in debates over immigration policy in Congress and in
other legislatures. 

This perspective speaks directly to some long-standing
themes in the political economy literature. There is considerable
evidence of direct competition between new and prior immigrants
( Abramitzky et al. 2023 ). However, we show that districts with
greater foreign-born population shares and, independently, a law-
maker’s personal connection to immigration, both are associated
with increased support for permissive immigration policies. These
results imply that on average, people in immigrant-heavy dis-
tricts ma y ha ve placed more weight on new immigrants seeking
opportunity than on any potential labor-market harms from these
populations. 

Second, we contribute to the understanding of what factors
influence how legislators vote, along the lines of Mian, Sufi, and
Trebbi (2010) , including views shaped by individual experience
and background. When considering legislative decisions, MCs
weigh some combination of their personal and constituency views
along with the preferences of the political party ( Lee, Moretti, and
Butler 2004 ) and their “economic interest” in getting reelected
( Stigler 1971 ; Kalt and Zupan 1984 ). 3 Our main finding—MCs
with immigrant family backgrounds support more open immigra-
3. A legislator’s own views sometimes appear to outweigh these other consid- 
erations, with some estimates suggesting that a senator’s personal ideology holds 
more weight than any other factor in a legislator’s decision function ( Levitt 1996 ). 

5



“DESCENDED FROM IMMIGRANTS AND REVOLUTIONISTS” 9 

t
a
q
d
m
p
g
o
b
m
n
K
2
g
p
d
t
m
d

t
p
(
2
B
(
2
l
o
t
T
s
e
s
r
s

l
w
o
s

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/qje/advance-article/doi/10.1093/qje/qjaf017/8071993 by guest on 15 M
ion policy—holds when controlling for party and constituency, 
nd when applying a regression discontinuity that generates 
uasi-random assignment of MCs to districts. When we stan- 
ardize the measures of background and constituency to compare 

agnitudes, background is more important than both district and 

arty. Approaches designed to account for self-selection into mi- 
ration point to similar conclusions. Thus, we find that legislators’ 
wn views matter and that those views are explained by their 
ackgrounds and experiences. Past work has shown that law- 
aker race ( Canon 1999 ), gender ( Fridkin and Kenney 2014 ), eco- 
omic class ( Carnes 2012 ), prior political experience ( Keena and 

night-Finley 2017 ) and the gender of their children ( Washington 

009 ) also play significant roles in legislative behavior. 4 Back- 
round can matter specifically for controversial and hotly debated 

olicies: McGuirk, Hilger, and Miller (2023) show that having 

raft-age sons pushes lawmaker parents to vote against conscrip- 
ion. However, we are the first to rigorously study lawmaker im- 
igrant background, a central feature of U.S. identity in popular 

iscourse, through this lens. 
Third, we contribute to the study of immigration during 

he twentieth century. A growing literature exploits changes in 

olicy to estimate the effects of immigration on labor markets 
 Clemens , Lewis , and Postel 2018 ; Jaeger, Ruist, and Stuhler 
018 ; Tabellini 2020 ; Abramitzky et al. 2023 ), growth ( Ager and 

rückner 2013 ), innovation ( Moser and San 2020 ), investment 
 Burchardi, Chaney, and Hassan 2019 ), and health ( Ager et al. 
024 ). In addition to deepening our understanding of the po- 
itical economy forces that shaped legislation during this era, 
ur study points to a potential longer-term effect of immigration 

hat plays out over multiple generations. Where Giuliano and 

abellini (2020) highlight contact theory and cultural transmis- 
ion from immigrants to the U.S.-born in shaping long-run pref- 
rences for the welfare state (horizontal transmission), our re- 
ults point to the potential influence of individuals’ family histo- 
ies on public opinion and political preferences (vertical transmis- 
ion, over generations); the personal histories of the descendants 
4. The role of personal background in decision making extends beyond just 
egislators ( Glynn and Sen 2015 ). Immigrant history matters for nonpoliticians as 
ell. In survey experiments, priming on family history ( Williamson et al. 2021 ) 
r a history of forced displacement ( Dinas, Fouka, and Schläpfer 2021 ) increased 
ympathy for immigrant outgroups and refugees, respectively. 

ay 2025
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of immigrants predict how legislators wield political power and
could similarly matter for everyone in daily economic and social
interactions. Through this channel, immigration policy is multi-
generational and potentially persistent. 

Finally, we contribute to the “identity on the job” literature
in a new context. Ethnic divisions induce some workers to dis-
criminate against colleagues ( Hjort 2014 ), biased managers to
harm the performance of their supervisees ( Glover, Pallais, and
Pariente 2017 ), and job seekers to decline offers of employment
( Oh 2023 ). However, in-group bias could also reflect better infor-
mation ( F isman, Para visini, and Vig 2017 ), and it may fade over
time ( Ghosh 2022 ). New in our context is that the job in question
is as a politician, and congressional votes and speeches represent
salient outcomes about immigration policy, a topic closely related
to the identity we study. 

II. DA T A 

We focus on immigration legislation from 1889 to 1971, corre-
sponding to the Congresses where we can match the most mem-
bers to the 1880 through 1940 censuses to collect family immigra-
tion histories. In this section, we describe the history of immigra-
tion legislation in this period, the specific bills we analyze, and
our congressional speech data. We conclude by documenting our
process for matching lawmakers to the complete count historical
censuses. 

The size and scope of immigration to the United States
has been determined by three main factors historically: the
costs of migration, the benefits to the migrants, and U.S. pol-
icy ( Abramitzky and Boustan 2017 ). As these three factors have
changed over time, total flows and the selection of immigrants has
changed. The age of mass migration—dating from the late nine-
teenth century to the immigration restriction acts of 1917, 1921,
and 1924—was made possible by falling costs of transatlantic
transportation, relatively open border policies, and the industri-
alizing and urbanizing U.S. economy ( Abramitzky and Boustan
2017 ). This historical moment coincided with an increase in the
number of immigrants and a significant shift in their source coun-
tries. In 1850, more than 90% of the foreign born in the United
States came from Northern and Western Europe, mostly Great
Britain, Ireland, and Germany. Seventy years later, the foreign-
born population in the United States was split between old and
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ew Europe, as 45% came from “old” sending countries and 41% 

rom “new” sending countries in Eastern and Southern Europe. 

I.A. Legislative Outcome: Roll Call Votes on Landmark 

Immigration Bills 

To assess legislative behavior related to immigration policy, 
e identified key immigration bills in the 1889–1971 period (the 

1st–91st Congresses) using Stathis’s (2014) compilation of land- 
ark legislation and key bills identified by Tichenor (2002) . We 

elected this time period for two reasons: (i) this period spans 
any major immigration bills of the nineteenth and twentieth 

enturies; and (ii) members serving in this period were likely to 

e identifiable in the 1880–1940 censuses. 5 We begin by focusing 

n landmark immigration legislation because these bills had high 

takes and directly determined the key parameters of immigra- 
ion policy during our time period; importantly, any member cast- 
ng a vote understood it directly affected the fate of immigrants. 
able I lists the 12 bills in our analysis, and Online Appendix B.1 

escribes the legislation in detail. These bills represented major 
hanges to U.S. immigration policy. Nine bills restricted immigra- 
ion, and three increased immigration or reduced restrictions. We 

dentified the final roll call vote in each chamber for each land- 
ark bill—either the vote on final passage or on the conference 

ote—using the VoteView database ( Lewis et al. 2017 ). Several 
otential landmark bills were dropped because final votes on the 

ill were not recorded. 

I.B. Legislative Outcome: Roll Call Votes on All Immigration 

Bills 

Although landmark bills represent the most salient and 

istorically notable immigration votes from the 51st–91st Con- 
resses, we also collected data tracking the full set of final pas- 
age votes on immigration legislation considered during our pe- 
iod. This wider set of votes supplements the landmark legisla- 
ion in three important ways. First, these votes are included in 
5. Goldin (1994) also studies the political economy of immigration restriction, 
ocusing in particular on the anti-immigrant literacy test bills passed by Congress 
rom 1897 to 1917 but ultimately vetoed by presidents of both parties. She finds 
hat districts with slower wage growth or fewer immigrants were more likely to 
ote against immigration. Goldin’s analysis, however, does not extend to the char- 
cteristics of the MCs. 

M
ay 2025
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TABLE I 
LANDMARK IMMIGRATION BILLS 

Congress Bill Roll Pro- Yea Nay 
call no. immigrant 

52 HR 6185 Geary Chinese Exclusion Act 
House 96 Nay 188 27 
Senate 42 Nay 30 16 

52 Gresham-Yang Treaty 
Senate 447 Nay 51 25 

57 HR 12199 Immigration Act of 1903 
House 170 Nay 140 68 

59 S 4403 Immigration Act of 1907 
House 110 Nay 194 101 
Senate 110 Nay 15 30 

64 HR 10384 Immigration Act of 1917 
House 121 Nay 309 117 
Senate 324 Nay 65 22 

67 HR 4075 Immigration Quota Act (1921) 
House 21 Nay 285 41 
Senate 21 Nay 90 2 

68 HR 7995 Immigration Act of 1924 (Johnson-Reed Act) 
House 90 Nay 319 72 
Senate 126 Nay 72 11 

80 S 2242 Displaced Persons Act of 1948 
House N/A (no final roll-call vote) 
Senate 198 Yea 75 17 

81 HR 9490 McCarran Internal Security Act (1950) 
S 4037 House 264 Nay 302 56 

Senate 444 Nay 77 12 

82 HR 5678 McCarran-Walter Immigration and Nationality Act (1952) 
House 165 Nay 284 116 
Senate 298 Nay 60 31 

83 HR 6481 Refugee Relief Act of 1953 
House 64 Yea 225 189 
Senate 82 Yea 63 30 

89 HR 2580 Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965 
House 177 Yea 330 79 
Senate 232 Yea 80 20 

Notes . This table reports landmark immigration legislation. We coded each piece of legislation based on 
whether a yea or nay vote aligned with a more permissive (more pro-immigrant) stance, indicated in the 
Pro-Immigrant column of the table. The totals for yeas and nays include announced votes and paired votes. 
There is no bill number for the Gresham-Yang Treaty. We use the veto override votes for the Immigration Act 
of 1917, the McCarran Internal Security Act, and the McCarran-Walter Immigration and Nationality Act. 

D
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nloaded from
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ay 2025
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he sample regardless of their outcome; this contrasts with land- 
ark bills, some of which gained historical importance precisely 

ecause they had important legislative effects ex post. Second, 
 wider set of votes helps illustrate whether the relationships 
e observe still hold for votes less visible than landmark legis- 

ation. Third, this full set of bills allows us to use methods, such 

s regression discontinuity, that require a large amount of data to 

stimate the relationship between electing immigrant-descended 

Cs and vote choice. 
To construct this sample of immigration votes, we relied on 

ategorizations from Lewis et al. (2017) . Specifically, we started 

ith all bills categorized as “immigration/naturalization,” and we 

gain identified whether a vote occurred for the final passage of 
n immigration bill. 6 We filtered out any roll call votes that, based 

n reading contemporaneous descriptions, were not related to im- 
igration or were simply amendments to landmark immigration 

ills in the same session as the bill’s passage. 

I.C. Legislative Outcome: Congressional Speech 

Our other primary outcome is congressional speeches for the 

1st–91st Congresses. We focus on the count, tone, and content 
f members’ speeches about immigration. We draw on speeches 
ecorded in the Congressional Record , which are processed and 

ssembled in Gentzkow, Shapiro, and Taddy (2019) and Card 

t al. (2022) . Both sources allow us to count speeches about im- 
igration by MC and Congress: Gentzkow, Shapiro, and Taddy 

2019) constructed keywords to identify speeches on 22 substan- 
ive topics including immigration, while Card et al. (2022) trained 

 machine learning classifier to identify speeches on the subject 
f immigration in Congress. Of course, speech can be positive or 
egative; to study this dimension of speech, we use a measure 

f tone from Card et al. (2022) where a different machine learn- 
ng classifier identifies the sentiment of speeches, allowing for 

ember-level measures of speech tone and tallies of positive and 
6. To determine whether a roll call vote was for final passage, we c hec k for 
nal passage labels in Crespin and Rohde (2018) , Roberts, Rohde, and Crespin 

2018) , or in the description field in the VoteView data. If no final passage votes 
ere recorded, we c hec ked for a vote for a final amendment to the legislation, and 

f not, a final recorded roll call vote. 

 M
ay 2025
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negative speeches. 7 Finally, to help us understand mechanisms—
why exactly MCs with an immigrant family history might be more
likely to support pro-immigration legislation—we use a set of
“frames” capturing different qualitative elements of speech ( Card
et al. 2022 ), measures of the emotionality of speech ( Gennaro and
Ash 2022 ), and the unstructured text of speeches on immigration,
which allows us to analyze member speeches without relying on
preestablished frames. See Online Appendix C.5 for more details
on the Card et al. (2022) data. 

II.D. Identifying Immigration Background 

To estimate the relationship between family immigration
background and MC vote choice, we use individual-level data
from historical U.S. censuses. We begin by constructing a linked
sample, locating MCs in the 1880, 1900, 1910, 1920, 1930, and
1940 federal censuses, based on the Integrated Public Use Mi-
crodata Series (IPUMS) complete counts ( Ruggles et al. 2020 ). In
this subsection, we detail the complete count census data and the
congressional data, we document the machine learning approach
to census linking, and we summarize what the census data says
about MCs. 

To start, we identify all MCs serving between 1889 and 1971.
We extract their full names, dates of birth, and states of birth
from the Biographical Directory of the United States Congress . 8 

We link all members to their census records in 1880, 1900,
1910, 1920, 1930, or 1940 with the linking method described in
Feigenbaum (2018) . 9 Linking historical records is complicated by
the lack of unique identifiers. Instead, we rely on variables like
name, place of birth, and date of birth, which should not change
over time. 10 We apply a machine learning approach, training an
algorithm to learn to make matches based on a smaller sample of
7. For both the relevance (is this speech about immigration?) and tone (is this 
speech positive, neutral, or negative?) classifiers, Card et al. (2022) start with a 
RoBERTa neural language model and fine-tune it with several thousand annota- 
tions. 

8. For members born abroad, we search for their family backgrounds manu- 
ally and record their ancestry directly. Members born abroad to at least one U.S. 
citizen parent are not considered immigrants, as they are citizens from birth. 

9. See Online Appendix C.1 for a full description of this approach to census 
linking. 

10. Our use of last names in the linking complicates matching women who 
might be expected—particularly in the early twentieth century—to change names 

y guest on 15 M
ay 2025

https://academic.oup.com/qje/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/qje/qjaf017#supplementary-data
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arefully hand-linked data. A priori, the costs of discrepancies in 

ecord features are unknown, so the approach makes the implicit 
ules used by a human linker explicit. 

Overall, we link 88.5% of the MCs in our study sample to at 
east one of the six decennial censuses. Our match rates into the 

ensuses—limited to MCs alive in a given census year—are all 
bove 63%, peaking at 68.6% matching into the 1930 census. The 

rue positive rate is 91% in cross-validation: this suggests that 
he linking algorithm is very efficient, able to identify nearly all 
f the matches that a human trainer would have made, but doing 

o at scale and with defined linking rules. In addition, our cross- 
alidation implies that the linking algorithm makes the same 

hoice as a careful and well-trained hand linker 85.4% of the time 

ased on our precision or positive predictive value. 11 

Census questions vary slightly year to year, but they provide 

 wealth of information for each person we can link. For studying 

amily immigration history, we focus on questions asked about 
irthplace. All people enumerated in 1880, 1900, 1910, 1920, and 

930 were asked their place of birth and their mother’s and fa- 
her’s places of birth. 12 Because members of the same households 
re linked in the enumeration, when we observe MCs as children, 
e also observe all their grandparents’ birthplaces, using their 
others’ and fathers’ answers to their own parents’ places of birth 

uestions. 
We present three examples of MCs from the linked data in 

nline Appendix Table C.1 . Former Speaker of the House Carl 
lbert was born in Oklahoma in 1908, to a mother from Texas 
nd a father from Missouri. All four of his grandparents were 

orn in the United States as well. Clinton Anderson, a former 
pon marriage. However, during this time period, very few women served in 

ongress. 
11. Consistent with the machine learning procedure, our match rates repli- 

ate the match rates of our human trainer in each census. Our match rates are 
enerally higher than common census-to-census linking attempts for three rea- 
ons. First, we start with congressional biographical data with accurate names, 
ncluding middle names, and exact dates of birth. Abramitzky et al. (2021a) docu- 

ents the gains from middle initials and names in linking. Second, MCs are a se- 
ected population—majority male, white, and high-status—in ways that have his- 
orically increased match rates. Finally, we search for fixed characteristics (place 
f birth and parents’ place of birth) in multiple censuses, allowing us to include 
Cs even if we cannot match them in every census. 

12. In 1940, parents’ birthplace was a sample line question, asked only of 2 
eople on each 40 person census page. 

71993 by guest on 15 M
ay 2025
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MC, senator, and secretary of Agriculture, was born in 1895 in
South Dakota, to a mother from South Dakota and a father who
immigrated from Sweden. His maternal grandmother was born in
Illinois, his maternal grandfather in Wisconsin. His father’s cen-
sus records report that Anderson’s paternal grandparents were
both born in Sweden as well. Finally, former Boston mayor, Mas-
sachusetts governor, and MC James Michael Curley was born
in Massachusetts in 1874 to Irish immigrant parents. In 1900,
his mother reported that her parents were both born in Ireland;
though his Irish immigrant father died in 1884, we assume Cur-
ley’s paternal grandparents were born in Ireland as well. These
examples highlight the diversity of MC family histories. While all
three are white men who served in Congress in the 1940s, their
immigration backgrounds vary substantially. 

Our primary measures of immigration history are counts of
foreign-born parents and foreign-born grandparents. As Online
Appendix Table C.2 reports, the average MC in our sample had
0.4 foreign-born parents and 1.6 foreign-born grandparents; 16%
had both parents foreign born and 32% had all grandparents for-
eign born. 13 We observe little difference in immigration histories
across party in our sample. 

Overall, we observe the number of foreign-born parents for
89.6% of voting members and the number of foreign-born grand-
parents for 60.0% of voting members. Successfully measuring
grandparent nativity is more difficult because we only record it
when we observe an MC’s parents; this missingness occurs most
frequently in the early years of our sample, particularly among
older MCs who were not living with their parents during the 1880
or 1900 censuses. 14 For those MCs without missing data, we also
13. We focus on the foreign-born status of MCs’ parents and grandparents 
rather than the MCs themselves for two reasons. First, only 4% of the MCs in 

our sample are foreign-born. Second, most immigrants to the United States do 
not become naturalized citizens and are therefore ineligible to serve in Congress. 
Online Appendix Table A.1 displays summary statistics for MCs who cast land- 
mark immigration votes and who cast any immigration votes, respectively. We ex- 
clude MCs who were foreign born as citizens (such as those born to ambassadors 
or military personnel abroad). We code foreign-born noncitizen MCs as having 
foreign-born parents and grandparents. 

14. Grandparent nativity is recovered from questions about mother and fa- 
ther’s place of birth asked of the MC’s mother and father. Thus, we can only record 
an MC’s grandparents’ birthplace if we observe an MC in a household with the 
MC’s parents who then answer the census question on where their parents were 
born. If the nativity of one grandparent was missing, we made the assumption 

71993 by guest on 15 M
ay 2025
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onstruct an immigration index summarizing immigration his- 
ory with a weighted average over places of own birth, parents’ 
irth, and grandparents’ birth: 

Immigration Index = 1 · ( Foreign-Born MC ) 

+ 

# Foreign-Born Parents 
2 

+ 

# Foreign-Born Grandparents 
4 

, 1) 

anging from zero (all grandparents, parents, and MC U.S.-born) 
o three (MC and all ancestors foreign born). 

We also construct name-based proxies for family immigra- 
ion history. We focus on two methods, a relatively simple sur- 
ame score and the f-index based on Abramitzky, Boustan, and 

riksson (2020) ; both are constructed from the 90–140 million 

eople enumerated in each decennial census. For the surname 

cores, we calculate the share foreign born, mean number of 
oreign-born parents, mean number of foreign-born grandparents, 
nd average immigration index among each enumerated person 

ith that surname. The f-index, meanwhile, is a likelihood ratio. 
e construct a different index for each generation as: 

oreignnessIndex name = 100 ·
# foreign born name 
total # foreign born 

# foreign born name 
total # foreign born + 

# non-foreign born name 
total # non-foreign born 

, 

(2) 

here # foreign born name counts the number of foreign-born peo- 
le with a given surname or the number of foreign-born parents 
ith children with a given surname or the number of foreign-born 

randparents with children with a given surname; and total # for- 
ign born counts the total number of foreign-born people or the to- 
al number of foreign-born parents or the total number of foreign- 
orn grandparents. We built an analogous immigration index by 

umming the self, parent, and grandparent based f-indices. 
We performed each surname calculation nationally and by 

ensus region. We prefer the regional measures because the same 

urname can denote meaningfully different immigration histo- 
ies depending on region of the country, but (as we will show) 
hat the missing grandparent had the same odds as the nonmissing grandparents 
f being foreign-born. 
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our results are robust to both measures. 15 We matched an indi-
vidual’s surname to the surname scores calculated for the census
preceding their election to Congress and the relevant region (see
Online Appendix C.2 ). We also built name scores and f-indices
based on first names and full names, which we use for robustness
c hec ks. 

III. ROLL CALL VOTE ANALYSIS 

Family immigration background could be related to legisla-
tive behavior. To test this, we evaluate the relationship be-
tween an MC’s immigration history and vote choice on landmark
nineteenth- and twentieth-century immigration votes and all im-
migration bills from the 51st to 91st Congresses. We use a model
of the form 

y ib = α + δ · Immigration History i + X · β + γb + εib , (3) 

where i indexes individual MCs and b indexes bills. X is a ma-
trix of covariates including a key control for the log foreign-born
population in a district because, of course, districts with a large
number of foreign-born residents could both prefer representa-
tives with immigrant backgrounds and offer in-office MCs strong
electoral incentives to support permissive immigration policies. 16 

We include indicators for chamber, party, and census region, as
15. We prefer surname scores within census region because names might have 
different levels of immigrant ancestry signal in different regions of the country. 
For example, in 1910, 41% of nearly 1,300 people with the surname of Champagne 
were foreign-born in the Northeast, while only 1% of the 840 Champagnes in the 
South were foreign-born, reflecting the regions’ different immigration histories. 
The Champagnes in the South likely descended from eighteenth-century French 

colonists in Louisiana; Champagnes in the Northeast were more likely to be recent 
immigrants from French Canada. 

16. We use census data to calculate the foreign-born population in a district 
or state. County-level data are mapped to congressional districts using the shape- 
files from Lewis et al. (2013) and crosswalks from Ferrara, Testa, and Zhou (2024) . 
The foreign-born population in a district correlates very highly with measures of 
the number of residents who have foreign-born parents or foreign-born grandpar- 
ents and with the average immigration index of a district (the correlations across 
counties between foreign-born share and ancestry-based shares are are all greater 
than 0.935). Thus, we consider foreign-born population to be a more general proxy 
for constituencies where the residents have their own family histories of immigra- 
tion. For robustness, we show in Online Appendix Tables A.3 –A.5 that our results 
hold when we construct district-level controls for foreign-born population with a 
census-linking based procedure like we used to measure MC ancestry. 

3/qje/qjaf017/8071993 by guest on 15 M
ay 2025
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ell as controls for age and tenure, district (log) total population, 
nd district (log) black population. Our main specification pools 
cross bills and therefore includes γb , a bill fixed effect. 

For each bill listed in Table I and for the broader set of im- 
igration bills, we determined whether a “yea” or “nay” vote best 

ligned with a political position generally favoring a less restric- 
ive immigration policy. 17 We coded MCs who cast pro-immigrant 
otes in this direction with a one and those who did not with a 

ero. We excluded MCs who abstained from the sample. 18 

We find a strong relationship between immigration history—
easured either by the number of foreign-born parents, the num- 

er of foreign-born grandparents, or our summary immigration 

ndex—and pro-immigration votes, as we report in Table II . We 

ee this relationship for landmark bills (Panel A) and all immigra- 
ion bills (Panel B). We focus first on landmark bills. We start with 

 parsimonious specification where the only controls we include 

re bill and chamber fixed effects and controls for the foreign- 
orn population and total population of a district in columns (1), 
4), and (7). We find that having one foreign-born parent is asso- 
iated with a nearly 8 percentage point increase in casting a pro 

ote and having one foreign-born grandparent is associated with 

 3.7 percentage point increase. In each case, the coefficients are 

ubstantively and statistically significant. 
As we show in the second and third specifications of Table II , 

e continue to find a strong relationship between immigration 

istory and pro-immigration votes when we include a host of ad- 
itional control variables at both the congressional district (CD) 
nd MC level. In columns (2), (5), and (8), we add census region 

xed effects and a control for the black population in the CD. The 

oefficients are quite stable, suggesting that foreign-born ances- 
ry and total population, which we alw ays include , are the key 
17. Yeas and nays in the regression analyses include announced votes and 
aired votes. To determine whether members cast votes in favor of or against 
ermissive immigration policies, two researchers manually coded each vote as 
ither pro-immigration or anti-immigration based on the text of the bill along 
ith the contemporaneous newspaper coverage of the legislation and discussion 

f the legislation on the floor of Congress. In the few cases where coders disagreed, 
e conducted additional research until we had enough information to resolve how 

o code the vote. A list of all bills included in the sample and their pro- or anti- 
mmigration coding is included in the replication data. 

18. In this era, missed votes occurred frequently and were due more to travel 
nd scheduling limitations than strategic absences. 

by guest on 15 M
ay 2025
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district-level correlates of MC voting on immigration roll calls. In
columns (3), (6), and (9), we add controls at the MC level including
party fixed effects and quadratics in age and tenure. Since party
strongly predicts vote across many domains, we particularly want
to know if immigration history explains variation in vote choice
conditional on party. However, an MC’s immigration history may
influence choice of party, so conditioning on this choice may in-
duce bias. Although the coefficients of interest drop slightly when
we move to our third specification, adding the controls for party
drives this change. 19 

When we turn to all immigration bills in Table II , Panel B, we
find similar results. Though the magnitudes of the associations
between family immigration history and voting shrink, we con-
tinue to find that MCs with more recent immigrant background
are more supportive of pro-immigration legislation. Again, includ-
ing controls for party and other CD- or MC-level covariates does
not eliminate the associations. 

Across all models in Table II , we find a positive and statis-
tically significant relationship between immigration experience
and voting in favor of immigration in Congress. 20 The coefficients
decline by roughly half with each preceding generation’s immi-
gration history, but recall that our measures of MC immigrant
ancestry are counts: MCs could have zero, one, or two foreign-
born parents and zero to four foreign-born grandparents. Thus,
the association of immigration background with voting is similar
for a U.S.-born MC with two immigrant parents and a U.S.-born
MC with four immigrant grandparents, while the association is
smaller for an MC with one immigrant grandparent compared
with one immigrant parent. 

The most obvious confounding factors vary at the level of an
electoral constituency. Moving beyond the controls in Table II , we
examine the sensitivity of the relationship between family his-
tory and immigration votes to a variety of additional controls
accounting for various forms of district heterogeneity. Figure II
documents that the main coefficients on MC immigrant ancestry
remain robust to a rich and wide-ranging set of controls. Specifi-
19. Though our results are stronger for Democrats than Republicans, the 
patterns generally hold when we analyze within party, as we show in Online 
Appendix Tables A.10 and A.11 . 

20. When we exclude foreign-born MCs from the sample, we find nearly iden- 
tical results in Online Appendix Table A.2 to those in Table II . 

ay 2025
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FIGURE II 

Robustness of Immigration History and MC Vote Choice 

This figure reports results from regressing an indicator for pro-immigration roll 
call votes on family immigration history. We report the coefficient on the MC im- 
migration history variable with 95% confidence intervals. The black points in- 
dicate models using the landmark immigration legislation listed in Table I and 
white points indicate models using all immigration bills. In the first row (base- 
line), the estimates include bill fixed effects and a variable indicating whether 
the member was in the House or in the Senate, as well as congressional district 
foreign-born population, total population, Black population, MC party, census re- 
gion, and quadratics in age and tenure. The baseline controls are included in all 
results. In the second row, we include three controls for the log of the foreign-born 

population from New Europe, Old Europe, and non-Europe in each district. In the 
third row, we include controls for the log of the urban population in each district. 
In the fourth row, we include a control for the size of the foreign-born voting-age 
population. Next we include a control for the vote share for the Democratic candi- 
date in the most recent presidential election to control for district political prefer- 
ences (along with controls for presidential turnout). Then we include controls in 

the first and second dimensions of DW-nominate scores for MCs. We include state 
fixed effects; local time trends by interacting state fixed effects with year; region 

by party and state by party fixed effects; state by party fixed effects interacted 
with year trends (which help control for base or primary constituency); and con- 
gressional district fixed effects on their own and interacted with year trends. We 
show that our results are robust to controlling for local economic conditions like 
the employment rate, income per capita and per worker, and inequality, all using 
data from Fulford, Petkov, and Schiantarelli (2020) .We show that our results are 
robust to controlling for local ethnic fractionalization and then local ethnic pop- 
ulation shares. Finally, we include a specification controlling for all substantive 
covariates used in previous rows (e.g., variables other than fixed effects and time 
trends). Standard errors are always clustered at the MC level. See Table II notes 
for more on MC immigrant ancestry definitions. 
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cally, our story remains intact when we include (i) three controls
for the log of the foreign-born population from New Europe, Old
Europe, and non-Europe in each district to more precisely control
for immigrant composition; (ii) controls for the log of the urban
population in each district; (iii) a control for the size of the foreign-
born voting-age population; (iv) a control for the vote share for the
Democratic candidate in the most recent presidential election to
control for district political preferences (along with controls for
presidential turnout); and (v) controls in the first and second di-
mensions of DW-nominate scores for MCs. Our results are also
robust to a variety of fixed effects including state fixed effects
(see also Online Appendix Table A.12 ), local time trends by in-
teracting state fixed effects with year, region by party and state
by party fixed effects, state by party fixed effects interacted with
year trends, and congressional district fixed effects on their own
and interacted with year trends. The state by party fixed effects,
along with a version interacted with year trends, help account for
varying base constituencies in particular. 

We show that our results are robust to controlling for local
economic conditions like the employment rate, income per capita
and per worker, and inequality, as the relationship between these
local conditions and support (or opposition) to immigration is well
established ( Goldin 1994 ). 21 We see that our results are robust
to controlling for local ethnic fractionalization and controls for
the ancestry of constituents. 22 Finally, we show in the last row of
Figure II that our results remain robust when controlling for all
substantive covariates considered in the figures simultaneously.
The bottom row excludes the more than 1,000 different fixed ef-
fects and year trends since, when including so many right-side
21. Specifically we draw on data from Fulford, Petkov, and Schiantarelli 
(2020) , which measured the economic performance of U.S. counties from 1850 to 
2010. The authors construct measures of county-level employment rates, income 
per capita, and income per worker, as well as a Gini coefficient based on occupa- 
tion scores to measure local inequality. We crosswalk this to our CD-level data to 
control for local economic conditions. 

22. To study this, we draw on ancestry data constructed by Fulford, Petkov, 
and Schiantarelli (2020) reporting county-level share of ancestry from various 
sending countries. Because different groups might be differentially politically en- 
gaged or have different views on future immigration, this control should capture 
some dimensions of constituent preferences. Online Appendix Figure A.1 controls 
for each source country on its own and all together, illustrating that the correla- 
tion between MC ancestry and roll call voting remains robust to these ancestry 
controls. 

71993 by guest on 15 M
ay 2025
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ariables in one regression in conjunction with the relatively lim- 
ted number of votes on landmark bills, we lack the statistical 
ower to make conclusions about any explanatory variables. 

Since an MC’s role as a representative of the electorate may 

xplain immigration-related legislative behavior, it is particularly 

mportant that we consider additional ways to measure the elec- 
orate’s preferences regarding immigration. To this end, we show 

hat our estimated coefficients on MC immigrant ancestry are ro- 
ust to two different methods of measuring local attitudes about 
mmigration. First, we extend a strategy from Fouka, Mazumder, 
nd Tabellini (2022) to use newspaper content as a method to 

ncover local sentiment. 23 To do this, we collected data from 

ewspapers.com for our entire sample period and measure at 
he district-by-year level the usage of various terms. To identify 

ey terms that might signal local interest or preferences over im- 
igration, we follow Fouka, Mazumder, and Tabellini (2022) . We 

ave: general interest in immigration topics (words like immigra- 
ion , immigrant , etc); terms about immigration restriction; terms 
bout various prominent ethnicities and religions of immigrants; 
nd finally, ethnic slurs (ethnophaulisms) based on Allen (1983) , 
hich proxy for the most severe anti-immigrant sentiment, and 

KK-related terms measuring nativist sentiment. Because the 

ewspapers.com database changes over time ( Beach and Hanlon 

023 ), we normalize by counts of the word January , following the 

istorical newspaper literature ( Gentzkow, Glaeser, and Goldin 

006 ). As seen in Online Appendix Figure A.2 , the primary coeffi- 
ients of interest on MC ancestry remain extremely stable when 

ccounting for local attitudes using newspaper content. 
Second, we document the robustness of our main results to 

istorical constituency preferences. Because we lack rich con- 
emporaneous polling data and samples of the polls that do ex- 
st are small, we use multilevel regression with poststratifica- 
ion (MRP) to estimate the opinions of constituencies from the 

olling data that exist. MRP combines constituency-level charac- 
eristics and individual-level characteristics to estimate the out- 
ome variable (responses to a specific poll question) even when 

nly a handful of observations for each constituency are avail- 
ble in the original data. We draw data from the Roper iPoll 
23. Fouka, Mazumder, and Tabellini (2022) show that after inflows of African 

merican migrants during the Great Migration, newspaper mentions related to 
mmigrants and immigration decline. 

5
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Gallup archive for eight polls conducted between 1951 and 1965
with questions about immigration. 24 With complete count census
data, our measurement of the demographics of each constituency
are precise and we include several individual traits in our pre-
dictions (sex, race, education, occupation, and age). As shown in
Online Appendix Figure A.3 , our main finding is robust to con-
trolling for these MRP-based estimates of local attitudes. 

Our main results are also generally robust to the double or
debiased machine learning procedure ( Chernozhukov et al. 2018 ),
as Online Appendix Table A.8 illustrates. In short, we “learn” very
flexible mappings from our set of control variables to our variable
of interest (MC immigrant ancestry) and to our roll call outcomes
with a random forest model. We do this for a feature set including
just the baseline controls in Table II and for an extended set of
controls. We find positive point estimates for all measures in the
landmark and all-bills samples and only 3 of our 28 specifications
include zero in their confidence intervals. 

Our core findings withstand inclusion of an extensive set
of controls, but we can also test how much additional explana-
tory power any other unobserved confounders would need to
have to push our coefficients of interest on family immigration
history to zero, following Cinelli and Hazlett (2020) . We report
these results in Online Appendix Table A.9 . Rather than imag-
ine how strong a hypothetical confounder would have to be, the
method proposed by Cinelli and Hazlett (2020) suggests compar-
ing unobserved confounders to important covariates we do ob-
serve (and that we control for). We focus on our key measure of
local demographics—the log of the foreign-born population in the
district—as our initial point of comparison. Because of demands
for descriptive representation, foreign-born population correlates
very strongly with MC ancestry; because it may also proxy for dis-
trict preferences about immigration, it should correlate strongly
with our outcome, roll call voting on immigration legislation. Con-
sidering our specifications with CD and MC controls, we find
24. For full details of our MRP analysis, see Online Appendix C.4 . We follow 

best practices from Hanretty (2020) in constructing our MRP estimates of im- 
migration attitudes. Though the specific poll questions vary (see the full text in 

Online Appendix Table C.3 ), we are able to code each from least to most supportive 
of future immigration. Because the polling only starts in 1951, our MRP measures 
are an imperfect control, especially when we look farther back in time. However, 
we expect these estimates to be a reasonable proxy for local attitudes. 

n 15 M
ay 2025
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n Online Appendix Table A.9 that an unobserved confounder 
ould have to be at least 1.9 times and often 3 or more times 
s strong as foreign-born population (that is, as highly correlated 

ith both our covariates of interest and our outcome variable) to 

ttenuate the estimates fully. We can benchmark unobserved con- 
ounders against party fixed effects: for that case, an unobserved 

onfounder would have to be at least twice as strong as party 

xed effects. Given the wide set of observables we have tested for, 
re other confounders with explanatory power double the size of 
arty plausible? We think such scenarios appear unlikely, espe- 
ially given the extensive robustness c hec ks in Figure II . 

Also consistent with our findings thus far, in Online 

ppendix A.2 we show that family history of immigration helps 
xplain ideologically surprising or “miscast” votes on immigra- 
ion issues. Foreign-born parents or grandparents predict a re- 
uced rate of diverging from preexisting ideology when an MC is 
redicted to vote in favor of immigration and an increased rate 

f diverging when an MC’s preexisting ideology predicts a vote 

gainst permissive immigration policy. 
The results in Table II , supported by this extensive battery 

f robustness c hec ks, suggest that our estimates for family back- 
round do not just reflect MC electoral incentives for roll call 
oting on immigration policy. Even though electorates with large 

hares of immigrants (and their descendants) might prefer more 

enient immigration policy and representatives are incentivized 

o be responsive to these preferences, the relationship between 

C ancestry and policy survives a wide set of district-level con- 
rols. In the next subsection, we continue to probe this relation- 
hip in analyses examining the importance of family background 

elative to constituency and other key factors. 

II.A. Relative Importance of Family Immigration History 

What is the relative explanatory power of MC personal back- 
round versus district composition? By standardizing our inde- 
endent and dependent variables in Online Appendix Table A.6 , 
e can provide a quantitative answer. In Panel A, the outcome 

s roll call voting on landmark bills. We see that family history is 
hree to five times as important as district composition (measured 

y foreign-born population; columns (1), (3), and (5)) and also 

wo to three times as important as party identification (columns 

https://academic.oup.com/qje/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/qje/qjaf017#supplementary-data
https://academic.oup.com/qje/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/qje/qjaf017#supplementary-data
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(2), (4), and (6)). These results generally hold for all bills as well
(Panel B). 

The results in Online Appendix Table A.6 imply that the
relative explanatory power of immigrant family background is
substantially larger than district composition or party. But our
measures of MC ancestry and district ancestry are not exactly
the same; for MCs we measure ancestry back to grandparents,
whereas for districts we have simply used foreign-born population
as a proxy. However, as we show in Online Appendix Table A.7 ,
when we use district composition measures that correspond ex-
actly to our MC measures—foreign-born parents, foreign-born
grandparents, and immigration index based on census linking—
the results remain unchanged. 25 

To offer an additional angle on the relative importance
of family history compared with other key variables, we build
ridge regression prediction models and benchmark family his-
tory’s importance for prediction against other variables. Online
Appendix E describes our methodology, the details of the predic-
tive models, their performance in and out of sample, and the de-
tails of the results summarized here. 

First, we directly evaluate variable importance with a stan-
dard machine learning approach ( Fisher, Rudin, and Dominici
2019 ), permuting each predictor to be random and then calculat-
ing the loss in predictive power when assessing model predictions.
Applying this variable-importance approach to an extensive set of
covariates, we find that family history ranks in the top 5 variables
of more than 30 assessed and has predictive power comparable to
canonical variables in legislative studies such as political party. 

Second, we study how much changes in the composition of
Congress could have mattered for whether legislation passed. For
example, consider the set of restrictive immigration bills that
passed in our time period: for such legislation, a one standard de-
viation increase in immigrant family history would predict that
the majority support would flip in 5% of landmark bills and 6%
25. The standardized regressions we report in Online Appendix Tables A.6 
and A.7 might be complicated by the expected high correlation between MC an- 
cestry and CD ancestry, but we found there is considerable variation in the cor- 
relation between district and MC-level variables depending on generation, as we 
plot in Online Appendix Figure C.1 (0.41 for parents, 0.495 for grandparents, and 
0.515 for immigration index). Although some of these correlations are high, the 
comparisons in Online Appendix Tables A.6 and A.7 are meaningful and do not 
include two perfectly correlated variables. 

n 15 M
ay 2025
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f all immigration bills. In comparison, a counterfactual shift of 
ll MCs to the Republican Party produces a similar magnitude 

hange in bill outcomes. Overall, placing bounds on possible shifts 
n bill passage rates, we estimate that changes in the composition 

f Congress in terms of MCs descended from immigrants could 

lausibly have predicted shifts in roughly 15% of immigration leg- 
slation. 26 

More broadly, with these prediction exercises we do not seek 

o claim that family immigration history always amounts to the 

ost important explanatory factor. Such a claim would be implau- 
ible, as well-known factors such as political ideology and party 

learly structure a large part of activity in Congress, including 

mmigration policy making. Instead, these analyses show that for 
egislative behavior related to immigration, family immigration 

ackground rises to a point of importance approaching other well- 
tudied characteristics thought to explain member behavior. 

II.B. Regression Discontinuity Analysis 

The previous analyses demonstrate the strong correlation be- 
ween an MC’s immigration background and vote choices on im- 
igration policy, even when accounting for the electoral incen- 

ives facing lawmakers in office through district-level controls. 
ut district-level selection, where districts with a preference for 

nclusive immigration policies elect candidates with immigrant 
ackgrounds, and not legislator’s personal background and pref- 
rences, could also explain our results. While the sensitivity anal- 
sis performed in Section III suggests that such a scenario is un- 
ikely, we can do more to separate the effect of electing immigrant- 
escended MCs from the effect of district preferences. 

Online Appendix Figure C.1 plots the relationship between 

 district’s foreign-born population share and the ancestry of the 

awmaker it elects. We can compare MC and CD ancestry at the 

rst, second, or third generation or compare our summary immi- 
ration index measure. In all cases, the relationship is positive 

nd close to linear. A district’s composition correlates with both 
26. One important caveat to this exercise, discussed further in Online 
ppendix E , is that changes in the composition of Congress along any dimen- 
ion might also shift the legislative agenda, including what legislation reaches 
he floor for a vote in the first place; thus, while helpful for exploring counterfac- 
ual scenarios, we urge some caution in moving beyond marginal interpretations 
or the role of legislator characteristics in explaining legislative outcomes. 

 M
ay 2025
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the immigrant background of lawmakers and with the votes cast
by lawmakers representing those districts, presenting a poten-
tial challenge to estimating the effect of electing an immigrant-
descended lawmaker. 

To address this issue, we implement an RDD in which we
compare the voting records for MCs from districts who narrowly
elected a candidate with an immigrant background to districts
who narrowly did not elect a candidate with an immigrant back-
ground. See Online Appendix D for more technical details on the
RDD. 

We want to be clear about what our RDD can (and cannot) es-
timate. Family immigration history is an immutable characteris-
tic and could influence a person’s entire life. The experiment gen-
erated by narrow elections between candidates with and without
immigrant background allows us to unpack several key factors
related to how MCs vote on legislation, but it does not necessar-
ily allow us to compare the legislative behavior of two otherwise
identical MCs. An immigrant background correlates with other
characteristics too, and randomization of who wins through close
elections may not entirely separate the effect of immigrant back-
ground from other personal characteristics. However, because the
same district could be represented by an MC with or without an
immigrant background, the RDD does allow us to better hold fixed
district composition and thus the demand for an MC who is or is
not descended from immigrants. Thus, this empirical exercise is
particularly useful for accounting for district-level factors related
to selection of congressional lawmakers. 

To implement our RDD, we identify the electoral contests im-
mediately preceding the term of each vote on immigration-related
legislation. We focus on the full set of immigration final passage
votes from the 51st to the 91st Congresses. Our design requires
that we restrict the sample to a subset of elections in which a
candidate with an immigrant background faces a candidate with
no immigrant background and the outcome is close. We draw on
election data that includes the names and vote shares for candi-
dates. 27 

We are unable to match losing candidates to the census—
to determine their family immigration history—because we lack
27. We focus on the top two vote getters. We exclude at-large House districts; 
often these districts attracted many candidates from the same party or had mul- 
tiple winners. 

5

https://academic.oup.com/qje/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/qje/qjaf017#supplementary-data
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ven the most basic information on their ages and places of birth. 
nstead, for the RDD analysis, we impute all candidates’ im- 
igration histories based on two name-based proxies for immi- 

ration history: our surname scores and f-indices ( Abramitzky, 
oustan, and Eriksson 2020 ). Recall that the surname scores im- 
ute, based on surname and region for each candidate, immigra- 
ion history based on the average number of foreign-born indi- 
iduals , parents , and grandparents for everyone recorded in the 

ensus with that surname. The f-index is based on similar data 

ut uses a normalized index and is less sensitive to outliers (rare 

ames). For the sake of consistency, we use these surname-based 

pproaches for election winners as well. 28 

How do we identify close elections where one candidate has a 

ame that denotes an immigrant background and one candidate 

oes not? We coarsen the key measure of immigration history into 

 binary variable that denotes whether a candidate is considered 

o have a family history of immigration based on their surname. 
e chose a simple rule of thumb and set the binary indicator for a 

amily immigration history equal to one for MCs with a surname 

core in the top half of the distribution for their region (or nation- 
lly when we use the national measure). We set the indicator to 

ero for MCs with a surname score in the bottom half of the dis- 
ribution for their region (or nationally). Finally, so that someone 

ith a surname in the 50.1st percentile would not be considered 

reated and compared to someone in the 49.9th percentile as a 

ontrol, we applied a donut and excluded surnames that fell in 

he interval (0.45,0.55]. 29 This approach restricts the sample to 

lections with one candidate with an immigrant background and 

ne without such a background based on these thresholds for the 
28. Online Appendix C.2 provides details and illustrates the close rela- 
ionship between surname score, f-index, and actual immigration history. In 

nline Appendix Table D.8 , we show robustness to using actual immigration his- 
ories for winning candidates (for whom we know the true ancestry from census 
inking) against imputed ancestry for the losers. We see that for most specifica- 
ions our main finding holds: MCs with more immigrant ancestry are more likely 
o vote in favor of permissive immigration policies. These results are robust to all 
easures of immigrant ancestry among the losing challengers. 

29. 1 ( Immigration History i ) equals one when F SS ( Surname Score i ) > 

 . 5 + x , where x = 0 . 05 ; and, 1 ( Immigration History i ) equals zero when 

 SS ( Surname Score i ) � 0 . 5 − x , where again x = 0 . 05 . All observations in (0 . 5 −
, 0 . 5 + x ] are excluded from the sample. 

71993 by guest on 15 M
ay 2025
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surname score. We apply the same procedure when we use f-
indices rather than surname scores to proxy for family history. 

To make our procedure concrete, in the 1910 census someone
with the surname Feigenbaum residing in the Northeast aver-
aged 3.98 foreign-born grandparents. This ranked in the 82nd
percentile in terms of foreign-born grandparents. Conversely,
someone with the surname Palmer, which averaged 1.20 foreign-
born grandparents in 1910, ranked in the 17th percentile of sur-
names in terms of foreign-born grandparents. Thus, a close elec-
tion between candidates named Feigenbaum and Palmer would
generate as good as random variation in immigrant background
as the winner would represent the same district in Congress but
have different (imputed) immigration histories. 

We estimate an equation of the form 

y ib = α + θ · 1 ( Immigration History Winner ib ) + f (V ib ) + γb + εib , (4) 

where 1 ( Immigration History Winner i ) denotes that the winner
of the election has a surname score in the top of the distribution
for the relevant measure of immigration history. θ , the parame-
ter of primary interest, provides an estimate of the effect on vote
choice of the as-if-random assignment of an MC classified as hav-
ing an immigration history as compared to the vote choice by an
MC classified as not having an immigration history. The outcome
variable y ib denotes whether an MC cast a pro-immigration vote.
To estimate the RDD, we calculate optimal bandwidths (follow-
ing Calonico, Cattaneo, and Titiunik 2014 ) and also use rule-of-
thumb bandwidths of ±5 and ±10 for each regression. The term
f (V ib ) is a function of the winning candidate’s vote margin, which
determines who wins the election and therefore treatment sta-
tus, and we use a local linear specification estimated separately
on each side of the threshold. We include bill fixed effects, γb . 

Estimating the effects separately using our three different
measures of immigration history—parents , grandparents , and
immigration index—and our four different methods to convert
surnames into ancestry—share or f-index, regional or national—
we find a positive effect of having an immigration history on the
probability of casting pro-immigration votes across all measures
in Table III . The sizes of the point estimates vary only slightly
depending on bandwidth. We start with Panel A, where candi-
date ancestry is predicted using regional surname shares. When
estimating the effect of electing an MC with foreign-born parents
on pro-immigration votes, our results suggest a statistically and
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FIGURE III 

RDD: Effect of MC Immigration History (Surname Score) on the Probability of 
Casting a Pro-Immigration Vote, 51st–91st Congresses 

For each measure of family immigration history, we estimate the effect of im- 
migration family history on supporting permissive immigration policies in final 
passage votes for immigration bills between the 51st and 91st Congresses. The 
sample is constructed by focusing on elections in which one candidate possessed 
an immigrant family history and one candidate did not. In this case, candidates 
with an immigrant family history are determined based on surname. Each dot rep- 
resents the share of candidates who voted pro-immigration in a given vote share 
bin. We present 40 bins on either side of the discontinuity using the mimicking 
variance evenly spaced method from Calonico et al. (2017) . We identify the effect 
by using close elections in which a candidate with an immigrant family history 
narrowly won or narrowly lost the election. Across all three measures of family 
history, we observe a significant and positive effect on support for permissive im- 
migration legislation. 
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ubstantively significant increase of about 10 percentage points 
n the rate of casting a pro-immigration vote when we predict 

C ancestry using the regional surname share (columns (1)–(3)). 
se of optimal, ±5 or ±10 bandwidths appears to make no appre- 

iable difference for the magnitude or significance of this result. 
or grandparents and our immigration index, shown in columns 

4)–(9), the estimates retain similar levels of statistical signifi- 
ance. Ranging between 9 and 18 points, these coefficient esti- 
ates show that across the board electing MCs with immigrant 

amily histories causes an increase in pro-immigration votes in 

ongress. The results from our other methods of predicting an- 
estry from surnames in P anels B , C , and D are similar. Overall, 
he effects are positive, of a notable magnitude, and statistically 

ignificant for all 36 specifications in Table III . 
Figure III illustrates the main findings graphically using 

 linear functional form. The figures model the discontinuity 
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FIGURE IV 

RDD Robustness Check: Sensitivity of Estimates to Surname Score Cutoff Donut 
for Treatment Assignment (Optimal BW) 

This figure reports RDD estimates for different cutoffs in determining the 
threshold for classifying a surname as denoting foreign-born. Moving from left 
to right along the x -axis varies the threshold calculation used to determine when 

the binary variable indicating an immigrant family history takes a value equal to 
one . For example , when x = 0 individuals with a surname score higher than the 
50th percentile are classified as having a family immigration history, and individ- 
uals whose surname score is below the 50th percentile are not. When x = 10 , then 

individuals with a surname score higher than the 60th percentile are classified 
as having a family immigration history equal to one and individuals with a sur- 
name score less than or equal to the 40th percentile are assigned a zero; all others 
would be excluded from the sample. We continued to estimate the RDD results as 
long as we retained at least 50 effective observations. We perform a local linear 
regression to estimate the discontinuity and the sample is determined using an 

algorithm for optimal bandwidth ( Calonico, Cattaneo, and Titiunik 2014 ) in the 
running variable (vote share). 
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between a narrow loss and a narrow win for a candidate with an
immigration history (based on surname scores for our four mea-
sures) as compared with a candidate without such a history. As is
evident, there is a visible discontinuity in the voting record at the
threshold between a narrow loss and a narrow win for a candidate
with an immigrant background. 

Defining when candidates with “high” versus “low” probabil-
ity of family immigration history actually face each other repre-
sents a key choice in our RDD. However, as we see in Figure IV
where we plot the RDD results for different threshold choices,
our results are robust no matter the precise threshold used. As
we move to the right in Figure IV , we increasingly restrict the
size of the sample by increasing the difference required to clas-
sify candidates as having more or less immigrant backgrounds. 
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Across all measures and all surname score thresholds, the 

esults remain positive. In general, as we grow more restrictive 

n defining who has a surname denoting a family immigration 

istory, the effect sizes increase. This makes intuitive sense: set- 
ing x = 0 classifies some people as having an immigration his- 
ory equal to one and others with an immigration history equal 
o zero when their surname scores are very similar. Such a coarse 

ivision likely adds considerable noise to our estimates. As the 

hreshold grows more stringent, the distinction between a sur- 
ame indicating an MC with a family history of immigration with 

n MC who does not have such a history grows sharper; but this 
omes with a loss of power and eventually we no longer have 

nough observations to estimate the effects. 
We confirm our RDD findings with a battery of ad- 

itional robustness c hec ks in Online Appendix D . Online 

ppendix Figures D.1 and D.2 show that our results are robust 
o changes in the RD bandwidth or using different local polyno- 
ial degrees. Online Appendix Table D.6 shows the discontinuity 

ccurs at the 50-50 cutoff between winning and losing rather than 

t alternative placebo thresholds. Online Appendix Table D.7 

hows that the effects also remain robust when dropping elections 
round the 50-50 threshold, suggesting that our results are not 
ensitive to strategic sorting or that immigrant candidates who 

arrowly win are more likely to moderate or (alternatively) em- 
hasize their pro-immigrant views precisely when winning a nar- 
ow election. Online Appendix Tables D.9 and D.10 show that our 
ndings are generally robust to using full names or first names to 

mpute candidate immigrant ancestry, though the results using 

rst name are noisier, likely because first names carry a weaker 
ignal of ancestry. Online Appendix Tables D.11 and D.12 show 

hat our findings are robust to using a triangular or uniform ker- 
el rather than a Epanechnikov kernel when weighting observa- 
ions around the cutoff in the RDD. 30 

Finally, Online Appendix Table D.1 shows that all district- 
evel covariates are uncorrelated with an immigrant winning a 
30. In Online Appendix Table D.5 , we present RDD results for our sample of 
andmark bills. We see positive effects in all but one case, echoing our results from 

able III . However, only 1 of the 12 estimates is statistically significant at conven- 
ional levels (column (4)). This is not surprising as we are underpowered com- 
ared to the all-bills case because the effective sample was several times larger in 

able III than in the landmark sample. 
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narrow election. 31 Similarly, when we look at the characteristics
of MCs in the districts with narrow elections in the Congress
before the close election, we see balance across all MC-level co-
variates (see Online Appendix Table D.2 ). 32 Consistent with the
fact that a close election between immigrant and nonimmigrant
candidates may not hold all other personal characteristics con-
stant (since other personal characteristics correlate with immi-
grant status), we do observe that immigrant candidates who nar-
rowly win elections are slightly more likely to be Democrats and
to have less seniority than when a nonimmigrant candidate wins.
Thus, our RDD bundles the treatment of electing a candidate with
an immigrant background with a treatment of electing a Demo-
crat and a member with less seniority . 33 Importantly , our treat-
ment does not appear to bundle ideology as we see balance on
both dimensions of DW-nominate. 

III.C. Summary of Roll Call Vote Analysis 

To summarize our findings on roll call voting, immigra-
tion family history correlates strongly with pro-immigration vote
choices; this pattern holds even when accounting for party and
underlying political ideology. These findings hinge neither on the
varying compositions of the districts electing MCs nor varying
electoral incentives faced by MCs in office. 34 The relative coef-
ficient on family history is larger than that for district compo-
sition or party in standardized regressions, and family history
ranks in the top handful of variables when benchmarked in vari-
able importance against a wider set of variables in an alternative
ridge regression predictive model ( Online Appendix E.2 ). Based
31. District-level characteristics include census-region indicators; political 
outcomes (presidential vote share and presidential turnout); demographics (logs 
and shares of the foreign-born population, black population, female and male 
populations, urban population, and total population); ancestry shares by ori- 
gin from Fulford, Petkov, and Schiantarelli (2020) ; and economic measures from 

Fulford, Petkov, and Schiantarelli (2020) . In Online Appendix Table D.3 , we report 
balance on our measures of local sentiment based on newspaper terms. 

32. MC-level c haracteristics inc lude age, party, and tenure in Congress. We 
also see balance in lagged values of DW-nominate first and second dimensions 
and lagged values of speech tone and counts from Card et al. (2022) . 

33. However, as we show in Online Appendix Table D.4 , our RDD results are 
robust to controlling for these bundled covariates of party and tenure. 

34. Differential patterns of missing data from census linking also do not ap- 
pear to explain the results. Online Appendix Table A.31 replicates Table II using 
surname scores, which exist for all MCs. 
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n counterfactual shifts, the composition of family histories in 

ongress could have proven pivotal in a meaningful share of im- 
igration votes, comparable to canonical variables such as party, 

egion, and seniority ( Online Appendix E.3 ). Finally, accounting 

or district-level selection through an RDD approach reveals that 
istricts electing immigrant-descended MCs increase the odds of 
upport for permissive immigration policies. 

IV. CONGRESSIONAL SPEECH AND IMMIGRANT BACKGROUND 

We evaluate how an immigrant family history relates to an 

C’s presentation of self through floor speech. Floor speeches 
increase members’ visibility and voice in the legislative pro- 
ess” and provide chances for MCs to emphasize a policy area to 

heir colleagues , constituents , and the press ( Pearson and Dancey 

011 ). At the same time, speech serves as a potentially less costly 

ignal than a vote on a key policy issue. Speech is not binding; 
isteners interpret a speech’ s meaning , which can be revised and 

einterpreted in ways that a roll call vote cannot. However, con- 
ressional speech is not entirely cheap talk; by taking a position 

n the record, MCs signal their views and priorities, and they 

ay face consequences later for taking votes contrary to their 
peeches. Furthermore, giving a speech may involve a degree of 
genda-setting power absent from roll call votes. Whereas a roll 
all vote involves casting a “yea” or “nay” vote on a question gen- 
rally determined by congressional leadership, giving a speech 

ffers a less constrained choice about the subject matter to cover 
uring a member’s floor time. In this manner, choices made about 
he subject of a speech offer insight into a member’s priorities and 

genda. 
Ultimately, our findings on speec h ec ho our results in the pre- 

ious section on roll call voting. We find that MC ancestry cor- 
elates with more positive speech sentiment about immigration 

nd immigrants from MCs. We also see much larger correlations 
ith ancestry than with district demographics or party in our 

tandardized results. The close election RDD reveals that electing 

Cs with more immigrant ancestry leads on net to more positive 

one about immigration and immigrants, holding district char- 
cteristics constant. We conclude by unpacking our tone results 
y speech frequency. We find that MCs with immigrant ances- 
ry speak relatively less frequently about immigration and do not 
peak in positive terms more often than other MCs; instead, MCs 
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with immigrant ancestry speak slightly less frequently about im-
migration in general and use negative language around immigra-
tion less often. 

We start by estimating equation (3) but replace the outcome
with a measure of the tone of immigration speeches. Specifically,
we use a measure of tone that ranges from −1 to 1 (with positive
values indicating more positive tone) constructed in Card et al.
(2022) . We include Congress and chamber fixed effects. 

Table IV presents our first set of speech-tone results. Across
all three specifications and for all three measures of MC ances-
try, we observe a positive and statistically significant association
between family immigration history and the tone of immigration
speeches; for instance, an additional foreign-born parent is asso-
ciated with a roughly 0.018–0.023 point shift toward a more posi-
tive tone (roughly 7%–9% of a standard deviation). These results
are also generally robust to the same additional controls we used
on roll call votes as we document in Online Appendix Figures A.4 –
A.7 . The controls include additional extended district demograph-
ics, additional fixed effects, measures of local attitudes about im-
migration from newspapers constructed via MRP, local economic
conditions, and local source-country immigrant ancestry shares. 35 

When standardizing coefficients and comparing estimates for
family history, district foreign-born population, and party, we find
that family history appears to have the largest magnitude co-
efficients of these three explanatory variables for all specifica-
tions ( Online Appendix Table A.20 ). A one standard deviation in-
crease in foreign-born parents is associated with a roughly 10%
of a standard deviation increase in the share of positive immi-
gration speeches given by an MC, an estimate nearly three times
larger than the magnitude of the estimate for district foreign-born
35. Of all the robustness results presented in Online Appendix Figures A.4 –
A.7 , only a handful of specifications, such as those with CD fixed effects and 
CD fixed effects by year trends, are not statistically significant. In Online 
Appendix Table A.14 our speech-tone results are as robust as our roll call results 
to concerns about unobserved confounders, as any unobserved confounder would 
have to be as strong if not stronger than important controls like party fixed effects 
or district foreign-born population. In Online Appendix Table A.13 , we show that 
our speech-tone results remain generally robust to the double or debiased machine 
learning procedure proposed by Chernozhukov et al. (2018) . We find positive point 
estimates for all measures and only 1 of our 14 specifications includes zero in the 
confidence intervals. 
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population. In this manner, the results for tone align closely with
our standardized regression results on roll call voting. 36 

Just as with our roll call results, it could be the case that
districts that demand MCs who talk more positively about immi-
gration are also the districts most likely to elect MCs with im-
migrant family history. To hold demand for such MCs constant,
we again turn to an RDD design and isolate the effect of electing
MCs with a family immigration history on the tone of immigra-
tion speeches. Table V and Online Appendix Figure D.3 present
the RDD results for speech. We see that the change from electing
an MC with a family history of immigration to one without such
a background leads to a positive shift in tone. The exact point es-
timate fluctuates between 0.03 and 0.20 points (where standard
deviation in tone of speech is 0.21) depending on the exact specifi-
cation and bandwidth and remains statistically significant in only
28 of 36 specifications, but the balance of the evidence suggests a
positive effect. 37 

Because the tone of a speech involves a strategic expression
of a members’ ideological position, it follows that the results here
echo our findings on roll call voting. But speech could be measured
in quantity as well as quality. Counting speeches may capture dif-
ferent aspects of congressional behavior. Specifically, frequency of
speech could help capture willingness to spend a member’s valu-
able floor time on the topic of immigration. So, do MCs with im-
migrant ancestries allocate their floor time differently? We find
that they do but in a surprising way. 

We decompose the speech-tone measure from Card et al.
(2022) and directly count the numbers of positive and negative
speeches about immigration given by MCs. We turn to our RDD
36. In parallel to our results for roll call voting, we also assess variable impor- 
tance for tone of speech via a ridge regression model. Online Appendix Figure E.2 
Panel B illustrates that as with roll call voting, family history ranks among the 
most important variables in terms of predictors for tone on speech. When bench- 
marked against our other key variables, counterfactual scenarios with different 
compositions of Congress (e.g., more or fewer MCs with family histories of immi- 
gration) predict changes in tones of speech of a magnitude on the order of what 
would occur for similar changes in the composition of Congress along the dimen- 
sion of political party. Online Appendix E provides the full details. 

37. Online Appendix Figures D .4 –D .6 and Online Appendix Tables D .13 –D .19 
report a full battery of robustness c hec ks. Online Appendix Table D.20 illustrates 
that the speech RDD results are again robust to including controls for party and 
tenure. 
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pecification that generates variation in the ancestry of the win- 
ing candidate for a given district with a close election. Our out- 
ome variables are log (1 + F lo o rSpeech it ) , where we count the to-
al number of speeches about immigration or the number of pos- 
tive or negative speeches as scored by the model in Card et al. 
2022) . 38 

In Online Appendix Table D.21 , Panel A, we see a consis- 
ently negative estimate of the effect of electing an immigrant- 
escended MC on the frequency of congressional floor speeches 
bout immigration, though the results are less statistically pre- 
ise than our roll call or tone results (only two estimates are 

ignificant at better than the 5% level). As we see in Panels 
 and C, the reduction in immigration speech overall appears 

o be explained by declines in anti-immigration speeches rather 
han increases in pro-immigration speeches. We estimate null 
ffects for changes in pro-immigration speeches (Panel B), but 
or anti-immigration speeches we observe effects ranging from 

5% to −16% depending on specification (Panel C). Such a re- 
ult appears consistent with MCs with family histories of im- 
igration refraining from speaking during moments of anti- 

mmigration sentiment in Congress, rather than making addi- 
ional pro-immigration speeches. 

Floor speech and roll call votes are two canonical forms of 
egislative behavior. MCs have historically used their voting and 

trategic communication tools differently, and we find that is the 

ase in our context as well. While floor speeches allow MCs to 

ngage in position taking—local press often reported directly on 

peeches given by a district’s representatives—they retain discre- 
ion over whether to speak and what to say. Local press rarely 

eports on what MCs do not say. MCs with immigrant family 

ackgrounds appear to avoid outsize shows of pro-immigration 

hetoric compared to MCs with no such family history; this could 

llow them to advance their agenda through votes without fo- 
enting backlash from certain constituents or fellow members 

f Congress—especially during moments of fierce political con- 
ict over immigration and assimilation, such as when landmark 

mmigration legislation was on the agenda. Adopting a more 
38. We present the specification where treatment is defined using surname 
cores based on regional shares, but our results are robust to the constructions 
f treatment. Our results are also robust to using inverse hyperbolic sine ( Online 
ppendix Table D.22 ). 

2025
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cautious approach to floor speeches avoids drawing attention to
their own heritage, signals their own assimilation, and avoids ap-
pearing to advocate for narrow, particularistic interests. These
strategic choices by immigrant-descended MCs could allow them
to build coalitions and advance other policy priorities even while
voting in favor of pro-immigration policies. 

V. SELECTION INTO IMMIGRATION 

Based on RDDs accounting for district-level selection, elect-
ing MCs with immigrant family histories directly increases the
number of lawmaker votes cast on permissive immigration poli-
cies and leads to speeches with net more positive tones. While the
RDD approach helps account for district-level selection, it does
not address the possibility that the choice to immigrate (and thus
who is descended from immigrants) is closely related to many
other individual-level or family-level characteristics that might
also contribute to support for permissive immigration policies. We
now seek to hold immigration-related bac kground c haracteristics
constant while allowing specific experiences related to interna-
tional immigration to vary. This approach helps confirm that be-
ing descended from immigrants, and not other related character-
istics, best explains the patterns we observe. 

V.A. Family Traits 

The decision to immigrate might be driven by a broader set
of traits or values passed intergenerationally and affecting MC
ideology. Immigration, especially in the era we study, was a dif-
ficult journey that required severing ties with those left behind.
It was also an expensive and risky undertaking, with potential
immigrants moving to a new country they had likely never seen
before. For these reasons and more, self-selection might cause im-
migrant ancestors to vary on some dimensions, ranging from en-
trepreneurship, grit, and risk-taking to openness to new settings.
MCs with immigrant family histories might support looser immi-
gration restrictions because of these traits rather than interna-
tional immigration itself. 

But immigrants are not the only MC ancestors who might
be self-selected. Migration within the United States in the nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries shared many of the same
challenges as international immigration, including long journeys,
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ncertain prospects, and breaking social bonds with familiar peo- 
le and places, though of course immigrants faced additional bar- 
iers, including language, culture, and navigating the immigra- 
ion and legal systems. In an effort to account for these factors 
nd separate the role of international immigration from other ele- 
ents common to both immigrants and migrants, we ask: Is there 

 difference between a family history of immigration and a family 

istory of migration for immigration policy making? 
To answer this question, we examine the birthplaces, by 

tate, of MCs, their parents, and their grandparents. We define 

igration history to be comparable to our definition of immigra- 
ion family history but where migration identifies people who 

ove across states within the United States. An MC’s parent is 
efined as a migrant if the MC was born in a different state from 

he MC parent, and an MC’s grandparent is defined as a migrant 
f the MC’s parent was born in a different state from the MC’s 
randparent. As with immigration, we count the number of mi- 
rant parents and grandparents an MC has. 

Table VI replicates the main results but includes controls for 
amily migration history. We find that MC support for more open 

mmigration policies is driven by MCs with family histories of in- 
ernational immigration not those with family histories of domes- 
ic migration. Across all specifications, the coefficient on immi- 
rant family history is roughly three to eight times larger in mag- 
itude than the coefficient on domestic migrant family history. 
ormal hypothesis tests where the null is equality between the co- 
fficients estimated for immigrant ancestry and migrant ancestry 

llow us to reject the null in all specifications for both landmark 

nd all bills, as reported in the bottom row of each panel. Fur- 
hermore, the coefficient on MC migrant ancestry is statistically 

istinguishable from zero in only a handful of cases, whereas the 

oefficients for MC immigrant ancestry are statistically signifi- 
ant across all specifications. In addition, under the theory that 
nternal migrants who traveled longer distances may be most 
omparable to international immigrants, specifications account- 
ng explicitly for distance traveled reveal that domestic migrants 
raveling longer distances appear no more likely to support per- 
issive immigration policies (see Online Appendix Table A.28 ). 

Finally, as an additional piece of evidence against selec- 
ion based on family traits, in Online Appendix Table A.29 we 

how that our main results are robust to controlling for an MC’s 
wn father’s socioeconomic status. Once we control for family 

https://academic.oup.com/qje/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/qje/qjaf017#supplementary-data
https://academic.oup.com/qje/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/qje/qjaf017#supplementary-data
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immigration history, there is little to no correlation between fa-
ther’s economic status and how his future MC child votes on im-
migration legislation, suggesting that although MCs with a fam-
ily history of immigration were more likely to come from more
humble backgrounds (lower father economic status), this does not
explain our findings. Based on these results, we argue that our
story is particularly about immigration, rather than some trait(s)
common to all migrants. 

V.B. Targets of Restrictive Immigration Policy 

While “immigrant” or “descendant of immigrants” is a salient
dimension of MC background, it elides variation in immigrant
experience by country or continent of origin. Immigration bills
can be coded as pro- or anti-immigration, but the legislation is
often more complex: as an example, the Johnson-Reed Act in 1924
severely curtailed immigration from Italy, but the quotas were
nonbinding on Irish immigrants. 

These targeted restrictions allow us to hold MCs’ immigra-
tion experiences constant while varying whether MC family back-
ground is differentially targeted. We start by pooling landmark
immigration votes where the countries of origin for some MCs in
our sample were differentially targeted. Landmark bills voted on
after the onset of World War I provide ideal test cases for the ef-
fects of differential targeting. 39 

To analyze the effects of differential targeting, we implement
the estimation approach in equation (3) but add an additional
term interacting family immigration history with a variable indi-
cating if the legislation targeted the nation of origin for an MC’s
immigrant ancestors. Specifically, we coded the target of legis-
lation indicator to take the value of one if a member’s parent
(columns (1)–(4)) or grandparent (columns (5)–(8)) had a nation of
origin targeted by the legislation, and the indicator takes a value
of zero otherwise. For legislation that was permissive and had a
mixed target, we coded all MCs’ target indicator variable as zero.

Table VII , which reports the results, illustrates that not only
does immigrant ancestry retain a positive association with per-
missive voting (e.g., voting against restrictive legislation and for
permissive legislation), but this relationship grows larger when
39. The landmark bills before World War I either did not differentially tar- 
get different foreign origins or, when they did, primarily targeted Chinese-origin 

immigrants, of whom there were none in Congress. 

5
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MCs voted on legislation explicitly targeting their nation of ori-
gin. The coefficient estimate for immigrant ancestors targeted by
the legislation is comparable to or larger than the estimate for im-
migrant ancestry on its own in every specification. While columns
(1)–(3) and (5)–(7) replicate our previous approaches, columns (4)
and (8) include MC fixed effects that leverage within-member
variation in targeting. Since immigrant ancestry remains con-
stant for each member, the individual fixed effect absorbs that
coefficient; however, the interaction of the target term with im-
migrant ancestry yields a within-member estimate for targeting.
In each case, we estimate a strong positive relationship between
a member’s ancestry being a target of legislation and permissive
voting. Because this approach holds immigrant ancestries fixed
while allowing specific experiences to vary, including within mem-
bers, it again suggests that selection into immigration is unlikely
to drive our results. 40 Furthermore, it points to the importance of
group boundaries based on nation of origin in the broader cate-
gory of “immigrant” or “descendent of immigrant,” which we ex-
plore further in the next section. 

VI. MECHANISMS 

We have established several results about the relationship
between MCs with family histories of immigration and their
stances on immigration policy. First, more recent familial immi-
gration history correlates with MCs casting roll call votes in sup-
port of more permissive immigration policies and speaking with
more positive tone about immigration. Second, neither district
composition nor party explain support for permissive immigra-
tion policies as well as family history does among MCs in office.
Third, the core relationship between family history of immigra-
tion and legislative behavior persists when we take measures to
account for district-level candidate selection and selection into
immigration. 

We turn to the possible mechanisms that may help explain
the relationship between immigration background and legislative
behavior for members. We focus on three possible mechanisms:
in-group identity, information, and correlated preferences. 
40. We thank an anonymous reviewer for suggesting this approach. 
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I.A. In-Group Identity 

Aspects of identity can be important components in economic 
ecision making ( Akerlof and Kranton 2000 ; Kranton 2016 ) and 

dentity’s effects extend to political choices—even of professional 
olitical actors. As the children or grandchildren of immigrants, 
Cs are members of an identity group. In-group identity in this 

ontext refers to the sense of belonging and shared experience 

hat legislators feel due to their family’s immigrant background 

nd connection to a source country. MCs who are part of an 

mmigrant-descended group may have unique information about 
mmigrants or share broader political preferences aligned with 

mmigrant interests, but here we conceive of legislative behav- 
or arising from group identity as driven by these MCs favoring 

thers because they belong to the same group. 
A long research tradition suggests that in-group identity 

an motivate favorable treatment toward other members of the 

ame group ( Tajfel 1982 ; Ben-Ner et al. 2009 ; Everett, Faber, and 

rockett 2015 ). 41 In the congressional context, group boundaries 
ould reflect specific source countries of origin or encompass a 

roader immigrant identity, or multiple boundaries could prove 

alient. For instance, an identity as “descended from Italian im- 
igrants” and an identity based on the broader class “descended 

rom immigrants” may matter to an MC whose grandparents im- 
igrated from Italy. Our approach is to treat the extent to which 

ifferent boundaries have mattered as an empirical question. To 

ssess the evidence for a group-identity mechanism as an expla- 
ation for permissive stances on immigration among MCs with a 

amily history of immigration, we ask: Do MCs with family his- 
ories of immigration exhibit behavior consistent with a group- 
dentity mechanism in general (e.g., pre-congressional career)? Do 

hey exhibit behavior consistent with a group-identity mechanism 

hile in Congress? 
This article documents three sets of results that all clarify 

ow group identity may play a role. First, we show that a family 

istory of immigration correlates positively with a key indicator 
f identity expression, the first names MCs give to their own chil- 
ren born before their congressional careers. This action is consis- 
ent with attachment to a cultural identity related to the source 
41. Online Appendix B.3 provides detail on related concepts in the study of 
roup identity that may motivate such behaviors. 

https://academic.oup.com/qje/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/qje/qjaf017#supplementary-data
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country in MCs’ immigrant family histories. Second, we document
that once in Congress, MCs descended from immigrants speak
about immigration using frames that are more personal, partic-
ularly appearing more likely to reference family and less likely
to reference economic arguments when discussing immigration
policy. Third, we have already documented that identity bound-
aries within the immigrant group grow more salient when par-
ticular bills restricted immigration differentially by nation of ori-
gin. This illustrates that group identities may emerge for specific
subgroups in the broader category of those descended from immi-
grants and that ethnic identity and immigrant history may inter-
act. We further explore the boundaries of these relationships by
examining how MCs voted based on region of origin in a bill-by-
bill analysis of landmark legislation. All together, these empirical
patterns underscore the role of in-group identity, characterized
by personal connection to an immigrant experience and cultural
heritage, for immigrant-descended MCs. 

1. MC Ancestry and Their Children’s Names. Scholars view
names as “signals of cultural identity” ( Abramitzky, Boustan, and
Eriksson 2020 , 126), and the choice of name for a child proxies
for efforts at assimilating versus retaining connection to a source
country identity. Studying naming has the advantage of offering
insight into a choice made fully by the immigrant parents ( Fouka
2019 , 408), and for our purposes has the added advantage that
we can focus on child names given before an MC ever served in
Congress. 42 In this manner, studying MCs’ choices about nam-
ing their children illuminates their attachments to group cultural
identity in a manner plausibly distinct from concerns about cater-
ing to a political base constituency. 

We begin by assessing simply whether MCs with histories of
immigration tended to be more likely to give their children first
names suggesting an immigrant identity. To measure the foreign-
ness of a first name, we follow Abramitzky, Boustan, and Eriksson
(2020) and construct an f-index. The national distribution of first
names in the population, recorded in each decennial census, de-
termines a child’s f-index score. Names held only by U.S.-born in-
dividuals receive a score of 0; names held only by foreign-born
42. Because 91% of MC children were born before the MCs entered Congress, 
this restriction barely shrinks our sample. 
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ndividuals garner a score of 100. Our main dependent variable 

s simply the percentile of these f-index scores. 43 

In Table VIII , we regress the foreignness of a child’s first 
ame on their MC parent’s immigrant ancestry. In all specifica- 
ions we include fixed effects for child-level characteristics includ- 
ng age, sex, and their interaction, as well as census year and MC 

 hamber. We c luster standard errors at the MC level to account 
or MCs with more than one child and multiple observations of 
he same child across censuses. 

MCs with immigrant ancestry retain a connection to a group 

dentity connected to immigrant status: As we see in Table VIII , 
C immigrant ancestry predicts the granting of more foreign- 

ounding first names to MC children. Across all methods of mea- 
uring MC ancestry, we estimate a positive relationship. For ex- 
mple, an additional foreign-born parent predicts an increase in 

-index of roughly 2 percentage points off an average base of 44, 
r a 5% increase. When we replicate this exercise for the full pop- 
lation from 1880 to 1940 in Online Appendix Table A.21 , we 

lso find a positive and statistically significant relationship be- 
ween immigrant ancestry and f-index for child’s first name for 
oth MCs and non-MCs. Though the magnitude is larger for non- 
Cs, MCs still make naming choices based on their ancestry, just 

ike others in the population descended from immigrants. Clearly, 
on-MCs do not make their naming choices based on electoral 
oncerns, so these results suggest that nonelectoral factors ex- 
lain at least some part of MC naming choices as well. MCs with 

mmigrant ancestry appear to have cultural attachments to an 

mmigrant identity based on country of origin and not purely for 
olitical or strategic reasons. 

2. P ersonal F rames in Immigration P olicy Speech. In this 
ubsection, we examine how family background correlates with 

pecific frames and phrases MCs used in speech on immigra- 
43. To assemble the data, we collected census observations of each MCs’ chil- 
ren. We observe an MC’s child in any census in which the MC and their children 

re cohabitating and we limit our sample to MC children who are born before their 
arent enters Congress. We construct these first name indices by sex to account 
or names that are used by both boys and girls during this period but are robust 
o using first name indices that do not vary by sex. 

 15 M
ay 2025

https://academic.oup.com/qje/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/qje/qjaf017#supplementary-data
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ion. 44 The logic behind this empirical test stems from past re- 
earch showing that group membership based on a shared char- 
cteristic may lead people to “project relational (e.g., personal) 
ies onto relatively large collectives composed of many individ- 
als with whom they have no personal relationships” ( Swann 

t al. 2012 , 441). Evidence of language evoking personal or fam- 
ly ties in congressional debates would suggest that immigrant- 
escended MCs see immigration policy as a political issue inter- 
wined with their own group identity. Specifically, language used 

n the floor of Congress that projects personal and family connec- 
ions onto immigrant populations, and the policies affecting them, 
ligns with the theoretical prediction that group membership can 

oster a sense of personal connection even without a direct rela- 
ionship with individuals making up an immigrant group. 

To convert immigration frames into an outcome variable, we 

alculate the share of all immigration speeches made by each MC 

n each Congress in each frame. Regressing this share on fam- 
ly immigration history using otherwise the same specifications 
s previously, we find that frames revolving around notions of 
contribution,” “culture,” and “family” are all correlated positively 

and statistically significantly) with a family history of immigra- 
ion. On the other hand, frames related to “economic,” “labor,”
nd “legality” all register negative and statistically significant as- 
ociations. Frames related to “crime” have negative coefficients 
ut are not statistically distinguishable from zero in any of our 
pecifications. Figure V reports the results for our specifications 
ith and without controls for these key frames of immigration 

peech. 45 

This exercise requires parceling the immigration speech data 

nto many subcategories, but the observed empirical patterns are 

till highly suggestive. MCs with immigrant family histories are 

ore likely to emphasize family (their own and families of im- 
igrants generally). This more personal framing suggests group 

dentity ma y pla y a meaningful role in motivating support for 
ore permissive immigration policies ( Scabini and Manzi 2011 ). 
44. Card et al. (2022) examine how MCs from different parties employ a va- 
iety of frames in their speech, which cover issues including crime, threat, migra- 
ion, family, and several more. 

45. For the remaining frames, see Online Appendix Figure A.8 . Online 
ppendix Figures A.9 –A.14 report robustness c hec ks to additional district-level 
ovariates. 
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FIGURE V 

Relationship Between Family Immigration History and Frames Used for 
Immigration Speech 

This figure reports the estimated relationship for MCs between family history 
(measured as number of foreign-born parents or grandparents) and use of specific 
frames in speeches in Congress about the subject of immigration. The data on 

frames are calculated as the share of all speeches on the subject of immigration 

that reference a particular frame. We report a subset of possible frames based 
on those that had a significant (or close to significant) relationship with family 
history of immigration. Under each frame identified with a y -axis label, we report 
the baseline mean for the frame (e.g., what share of the time did the average 
MC with no family history of immigration employ the given frame when speaking 
about immigration?). 
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Similarly, emphasizing cultural contributions of immigrants (the
culture and contribution frames) aligns with valuing these group
identities. In contrast, those with family histories of immigration
also appear less likely to use economic or labor-related frames. 

To assess further whether immigrant-descended MCs ad-
dress immigration in a way that reflects a personal connec-
tion to the topic, we examine the emotional affect displayed in
their speeches on immigration. Past research has found that a
salient group identity can lead to more intense emotional re-
actions to issues perceived as having relevance to the group
( Kuppens and Yzerbyt 2012 ). Regressing a measure of emo-
tional affect from Gennaro and Ash (2022) on our set of covari-
ates, we find a positive association of family immigration history
with the emotionality measured in MC immigration speeches in
Online Appendix Table A.27 . We view heightened emotionality for

art/qjaf017_f5.eps
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mmigrant-descended MCs discussing immigration policy as also 

onsistent with the increased personal connection to the topic of 
mmigration evident in our study of speech frames. 

Finally, an unstructured approach to evaluating the content 
f immigration-related speech again broadly aligns with our find- 
ngs using predetermined frames and measures of emotional af- 
ect. When we evaluate the most distinctive phrases used by 

embers with family histories of immigration versus those with 

o such family history using term frequency–inverse document 
requency (tf-idf) for trigrams and bigrams, we find that the most 
istinctive phrases for members descended from immigrants are 

opulated by terms related to family and humanitarian issues 
uch as “mother american citizen,” “wives children aliens,” and 

admission orphan children.” In contrast, the most distinctive 

ommon phrases for members without family history of immigra- 
ion include concerns about negative economic and cultural ef- 
ects of immigration, characterized by terms such as “oversupply 

nskilled labor,” “average farm w age ,” and references to “alien in- 
uences.” Online Appendix I provides full details and additional 
iscussion on our findings based on the exercise of comparing the 

ost distinctive terms used by MCs across family histories of im- 
igration. 

Measuring the character of immigration speech through 

reestablished frames, emotional affect, and unstructured text, 
Cs descended from immigrants exhibit an increased tendency 

o discuss immigration in terms related to family and to immi- 
rant well-being, and their language is more emotional. This con- 
tellation of findings suggests MCs descended from immigrants 
ehaved in a manner consistent with belonging to an in-group 

ased on immigrant identity while in Congress. 

3. Nation of Origin. When examining landmark bills differ- 
ntially targeting immigrants based on source country, we ob- 
erved that MCs descended from targeted countries were even 

ore likely than their peers to oppose the restrictive legislation. 
 family history of immigration correlated with more permissive 

mmigration policy stances on these landmark bills, but specific 
ource country identities mattered as well. To explore the bound- 
ries of group identity further, we examine bill-by-bill results de- 
omposed by region of origin for landmark immigration bills. On a 

ill-by-bill basis, region of origin again tends to correlate with im- 

https://academic.oup.com/qje/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/qje/qjaf017#supplementary-data
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migration vote choices when those votes targeted members’ nar-
rower (region-based) identity groups. 

In the period between the world wars, MCs with family trees
rooted in Southern and Eastern Europe (the “New European”
source countries during the age of mass migration), are more
likely to vote against immigration restriction bills than MCs of
“Old European” stock, and subtleties about the exact restrictions
mattered as well. 46 On the other hand, for broadly permissive
bills that did not target based on nation of origin and helped re-
shape U.S. immigration policy—for example, post–World War II
bills such as the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965—the
estimates are similar across MC immigrant backgrounds, regard-
less of whether the MCs’ parents or grandparents came from New
or Old Europe or the rest of the world. Similarly, before World
War I—when landmark legislation targeted groups not present
in Congress, such as Chinese immigrants—support did not differ
meaningfully across regions of origin. To provoke heterogeneous
responses from MCs appears to have required legislation target-
ing nations from which some immigrant MCs came and others did
not. In this manner, the empirical evidence points to group bound-
aries mattering at both an immigrant-group level and a national
or regional level, with the salience of these demarcations depend-
ing on specific legislative contexts. 

The immigration restriction bills of the interwar era present
the most direct test of whether nation of origin mattered (pre–
World War II panel of Figure VI ). The latter two of these bills sym-
bolically and practically targeted immigrant populations other
than those from Old Europe. The Immigration Quota Act (1921)
sought to alter the distribution of immigrants such that Old Eu-
rope source countries would make up 55% of immigrants and
New Europe countries would make up 45%; the Johnson-Reed
Act aimed to further tip the balance to 84% Old Europe and 16%
New Europe ( Tichenor 2002 , 145). The Immigration Act (1917)
did not target New Europe immigration explicitly, but it imple-
mented a literacy test and restricted Asian immigration (and
included exemptions for close family members of current immi-
grants). We regress a dummy for pro-immigration votes on MC
immigrant family history, dividing origins by region: New Europe,
46. We base these codings on Goldin (1994) . Online Appendix C.6 lists the 
countries and regions that make up Old Europe and New Europe, drawing on 

IPUMS birthplace codes. 

5
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FIGURE VI 

Relationship between Family Immigration History and Permissive Immigration 

Voting, by Nation of Origin 

This figure reports the estimated relationship for MCs between family history 
(measured as number of foreign-born parents or grandparents) and casting per- 
missive votes on landmark immigration legislation. Each bill is coded so that a 
permissive vote is the positive outcome. MCs’ family history is decomposed by na- 
tion of origin into those with Old Europe, New Europe, and non-Europe heritage. 
For each bill under consideration, we also report the group or groups primarily 
targeted by the legislation (relatively speaking) as well as if the legislation itself 
was primarily permissive or restrictive. 
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ld Europe, and non-Europe. 47 We count the number of parents 
nd number of grandparents born in each region, with U.S.-born 
47. We report the regression results in Online Appendix Table A.16 , Panel A 

nd a series of explicit hypothesis tests in Online Appendix Table A.18 . As some 
f these bills only saw recorded roll call votes in the Senate and we are running 
ill-by-bill regressions, we are not able to include our full set of controls. 

art/qjaf017_f6.eps
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parents and grandparents as the reference group. Though MCs
with any (recent) European family immigration history are more
likely to vote against the three immigration restriction bills, the
estimates are much larger for MCs with more parents or grand-
parents from New Europe when New Europe immigrants were
targeted. Hypothesis tests comparing coefficient estimates for
New Europe ancestry to coefficient estimates for Old Europe an-
cestry can be rejected at p < .01 for both the Immigration Quota
Act and the Immigration Act of 1924. The Immigration Act of
1917, which differentially targeted Asian immigrants, does not
allow us to reject the null of no difference in estimates for non-
Europe ancestry versus New or Old Europe ancestry in three of
four cases—an unsurprising result given that the non-Europe an-
cestry MCs in our sample at this time did not have Asian ances-
try. 48 

In the post–World War II panel of Figure VI , we ask if the
patterns changed after the war. 49 The McCarran Internal Secu-
rity Act, enacted over President Harry Truman’s veto, targeted
communists early in the Cold War. One provision relevant for our
study: immigrants could have citizenship revoked if found in vi-
olation of the law within five years of naturalization. Old Euro-
pean heritage correlated with voting pro-immigrant (against the
act); New European heritage did as well. A hypothesis test does
not allow us to reject the null of equality between these coeffi-
cient estimates. The McCarran-Walter Immigration and Nation-
ality Act, enacted two years later and retaining a quota system,
resembled in some ways the pre–World War II immigration re-
striction bills, and it targeted New Europe and Non Europe an-
cestry differentially. Consistent with this, we find that MCs with
New Europe immigration history were much more likely to op-
pose it than those from Old Europe; hypothesis tests allow us to
reject equality between the Old and New Europe coefficients at p
< .01. 
48. In Figure VI , we distinguish between Old and New Europe. However, this 
divide does not perfectly correlate with restrictive immigration policy, in particu- 
lar the 1921 and 1924 quotas. In Online Appendix Table A.25 , we partition coun- 
tries into quota exposure based on the predicted missing immigrants measure 
from Ager et al. (2024) , cutting at the median. The implications are essentially 
unchanged. 

49. Online Appendix Table A.16 , Panel B reports the underlying regression 

results, and Online Appendix Table A.18 again reports results of explicit hypoth- 
esis tests. 
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But while the McCarran-Walter bill activated identity based 

n national origins just as pre–World War II restriction bills had, 
he Refugee Relief Act of 1953 and the Immigration and Nation- 
lity Act of 1965, which loosened immigration laws, appear differ- 
nt. MC immigrant background had a similar (positive) relation- 
hip with casting a permissive vote, regardless of where those 

Cs’ families came from originally. None of the estimates (pre- 
ented in the figure and Online Appendix Table A.16 , Panel B, 
olumns (5)–(8)) allow us to reject the null of no difference be- 
ween Old Europe and New Europe coefficients. 50 

More broadly, our results on group identity due to nation of 
rigin highlight that national and ethnic identity likely help de- 
arcate subgroup boundaries within the broader category of “im- 
igrant.” MC voting behavior for bills presenting stark demarca- 

ions based on ethnic identity, such as legislation related to Chi- 
ese exclusion, also align with this idea. We estimate the rela- 
ionship between MC family immigration history and permissive 

mmigration votes while including an interaction term between 

amily history and an indicator for bills on the subject of Chi- 
ese exclusion in Online Appendix Table A.17 . While the main 

ncestry coefficient is positive and statistically significant, the in- 
eraction term attenuates the relationship completely: MCs de- 
cended from immigrants did not vote more permissively than 

heir non–immigrant-descended counterparts when the subject of 
50. For completeness, we also examine the landmark immigration legis- 
ation of the pre–World War I era in the top panel of Figure VI and Online 
ppendix Table A.15 . The Geary Act (1892) extended the Chinese exclusion 

assed 10 years before and added additional restrictions (e.g., identification re- 
uirements). Given that we observe no presence of Chinese-origin MCs during 
he period of voting on this bill, a theory of in-group identity depending on region 

f origin does not suggest differences in support for the legislation based on nation 

r region of origin here. As illustrated in the pre–World War I panel of Figure VI 
nd confirmed explicitly with hypothesis tests in Online Appendix Table A.18 , we 
bserve no meaningful difference in coefficient estimates broken out by region of 
rigin for this vote. An important caveat for these estimates is that they reflect a 
mall sample size since the early time period means we cannot successfully match 

s many MCs to their parents and grandparents. Furthermore, we did not have 
ufficient presence of MCs with New Europe ancestry for two of the pre–World 
ar I votes to make an estimate for this group. The next landmark bills during 

he pre–World War I period—the Immigration Act of 1903 and the Immigration 

ct of 1907—did not restrict immigrant groups specifically by region, rather tar- 
eting anarchists (the former bill) and people suffering from disabilities (both the 
ormer and, with some expansions, latter bill). We again do not observe any sta- 
istically significant differences by origin for MCs voting on this legislation. 
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the vote was Chinese exclusion. This holds both overall and dur-
ing the 51st–64th Congresses when this subject was most salient
to debates about immigration. Any sense of pan-ethnic immigrant
identity appears to have run up against its limits when voting on
Chinese exclusion. 51 

Overall, these results suggest that when MCs faced a vote
on legislation restricting immigration of people with family back-
grounds similar to themselves, they were more likely to oppose
the bill. While immigrants of all backgrounds had higher prob-
abilities of opposing immigration restrictions on most votes, leg-
islation targeting people of different backgrounds produced dif-
ferent levels of opposition. This points to the possibility of a role
for immigrant group identity in legislative behavior, but also the
conditions under which support for permissive immigration legis-
lation based on background may break down. 52 

VI.B. Information 

The second possible mechanism we explore is information. In
contrast to MCs with no (recent) foreign-born ancestry, MCs with
a family history of immigration might have more accurate infor-
mation about immigration (and thus about the effects of restrict-
ing or liberalizing immigration policy). These MCs have firsthand
experience with immigrants and immigration that could make
them more empathetic to the plight of new immigrants. They
might better understand the efficiency gains from immigration.
51. A final test approaches group identity from a different angle. How do 
MCs whose families descended from English-speaking source countries vote in 

Congress? While descended from immigrants, assimilation could have been easier 
due to shared language (and perhaps ethnic identity). Online Appendix Table A. 
26 , where we include an interaction between MC family history and an indica- 
tor for recent U.K., Irish, or Canadian ancestry, illustrates that overarching im- 
migrant identity matters: even these MCs are still more likely to support pro- 
immigration legislation. 

52. A related question involves whether behavior related to group identity 
arises from intrinsic versus extrinsic motivations. Online Appendix F assesses 
this question in detail by examining MC behaviors across differing levels of dis- 
trict composition, differing levels of visibility of MC actions, and accounting for 
differing levels of visibility of immigrant background. Across these scenarios, ac- 
tual family immigration history retains a stable and significant relationship with 

downstream outcomes. Though a sense of group identity can matter whether aris- 
ing from intrinsic (e.g., internal) or extrinsic motives (e.g., strategic motives re- 
lated to base constituency), our analyses suggest that intrinsic factors play some 
role. 

/qjaf017/8071993 by guest on 15 M
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r, as a particularly successful descendant of immigrants, they 

ight recognize, through introspection, the (high) potential up- 
ard mobility of immigrants to the United States ( Abramitzky 

t al. 2021b ). Their own experience of mobility might also make 

hem less likely to engage in zero-sum thinking ( Chinoy et al. 
023 ). Though the information mechanism is a challenging one 

o assess, in this subsection, we present evidence that suggests 
hat information about immigrant potential for upward mobility 

ay increase support for immigration. However, this estimate is 
he same across MC immigrant backgrounds, consistent with an 

ffect that is not differential between the descendants of immi- 
rants and other MCs; thus, information about upward mobility 

ppears unlikely to be driving our results. 
To assess the information mechanism, we construct 

easures of intergenerational mobility. We summarize our 
pproac h—whic h follows Abramitzky et al. (2021b) but extends 
he sample to many more census-to-census links—here and pro- 
ide full details in Online Appendix C.7 . We use linked samples 
f fathers and sons to estimate rates of economic intergenera- 
ional mobility for the sons of immigrants and the U.S.-born from 

850 to 1940 for each state and decade. We focus on the expected 

anked outcome of a son with a father at the 25th percentile and 

ank states by mobility within each census. 
We turn to the relationship between MC support for immigra- 

ion and intergenerational mobility in Online Appendix Table A. 
9 , with landmark bills in Panel A and all immigration bills in 

 anel B . We see that MCs from states with higher intergener- 
tional mobility (a higher rank) are more likely to vote in fa- 
or of immigration on landmark bills and all immigration bills. 
his positive pattern holds whether we measure local mobility 

sing overall rates (columns (1) and (2)) or just mobility among 

he foreign-born (columns (3) and (4)). This could signal that in- 
ormation about the prospects of immigrants matters; MCs from 

istricts with more mobility might welcome more immigration be- 
ause they have local evidence of immigrants moving up the in- 
ergenerational status ladder. However, it does not appear that 
Cs with more or less immigrant ancestry are differentially 

ffected by this information. Interactions of intergenerational 
5
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mobility with MC ancestry are economically small and not sta-
tistically significant in any of our four specifications. 53 

VI.C. Correlated Preferences 

A third possible mechanism asks whether MCs might sup-
port immigration for ideologically strategic reasons. Efforts to
shape the electorate—usually gerrymandering but also selec-
tive enfranchisement or disenfranchisement—date to at least the
founding era. Immigration also changes the electorate. Potential
immigrants, or their children, could eventually naturalize and be-
come citizens and subsequently vote. If these future voters have
political leanings aligned with MCs with immigrant family histo-
ries, then ideologically motivated MCs might view increased im-
migration as a tool for bending policy in their preferred direction.
One possibility is suggested by Giuliano and Tabellini (2020) , who
find stronger support for an expanded welfare state among immi-
grants than the U.S.-born. In this case, lawmakers might support
permissive immigration policies because inflows of immigrants to
their districts would help build a constituency more likely to sup-
port their preferred policies. 

To begin with, we view this mechanism as unlikely based
on timing. Immigrants could only naturalize after five years,
and naturalization was far from universal ( Shertzer 2016 ). While
noncitizen immigrants were able to vote in 24 states and territo-
ries in the mid-nineteenth century, during our period only a hand-
ful of states still allowed noncitizens to vote, and none did after
1926 ( Henderson 2017 ). Combined with high levels of geographic
mobility among immigrants ( Biavaschi and Facchini 2020 ), it ap-
pears unlikely that MCs expected immigration to alter the ideo-
logical make-up of their electorate. 

Beyond timing, as we show here, there are empirical rea-
sons to doubt the correlated preferences mechanism as well.
We identify a distinction between support for permissive immi-
gration and other liberal policies: controlling for other factors,
53. Three caveats to our mobility analysis. First, we cannot say whether mo- 
bility overall or among the sons of immigrants is driving our results because the 
rates are highly correlated. Relatedly, we have no evidence that these higher rates 
of mobility were observable contemporaneously; other local conditions that might 
correlate with mobility could push MCs. Finally, other information about immi- 
gration and immigrants (and their effects) could be important and differential 
across MCs with and without (recent) immigrant ancestry. 
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awmakers with an immigrant background do not generically fa- 
or liberal policies at a level that would suggest their strong sup- 
ort for increased immigration is merely a strategic attempt to 

hange their future constituents. Instead, we find that immigrant 
amily history is uniquely important for immigration policy. 

Our analysis is straightforward: we compute the share of 
ills in different topic areas where immigration family history 

as a statistically significant predictor of liberal roll call vot- 
ng. We do this in two samples: across all bills and across spe- 
ific landmark legislation. First, we consider all bills in the 51st–
1st Congresses. To implement this analysis, we classified bills 
ith topic codes from Peltzman (1984) , supplemented by our set 

f all immigration bills. These relatively broad topics include is- 
ues such as the budget, defense, and domestic social policy. Fol- 
owing Washington (2009) , we identified votes where the majority 

f one party favored legislation and the majority of the opposing 

arty did not (that is, there was conflict over the vote) and coded 

hese votes based on whether an MC supported the ideologically 

eft position when voting (again, based on which party supported 

he legislation). 54 For each topic, we ran regressions, bill by bill, 
f liberal votes on MC’s immigration index. In Figure VII (other 
han the bottom four rows), we report the share of votes for each 

opic where we found a statistically significant result of immi- 
ration index on MC vote choice, controlling for other factors. By 

hance, we should expect 5% of individual votes to have a statisti- 
ally significant relationship at p < .05 (the dotted vertical line). 
s the figure makes apparent, the immigration category registers 
y far the greatest share of roll call votes where an MC’s immi- 
ration history mattered, and it is also statistically different from 

he estimate observed by chance. Immigrant background could of 
ourse matter for some other policy topics as well. We do observe 

hat family immigration history predicts a liberal vote for topics 
elated to budget (general interest) and regulation (general inter- 
st). But the results are not remotely as strong as in the immigra- 
ion policy topic. For votes spanning the 51st–91st Congresses, an 

mmigrant family history mattered most for bills related to immi- 
ration policy. 

Second, we directly compare landmark legislation on immi- 
ration to other topic areas with major legislation (see the bot- 
54. We make this restriction to identify bills with substantively meaningful 
onflict, rather than all members voting the same way. 
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FIGURE VII 

Immigration History and Permissive/Liberal Votes for Placebo Topics, 51st–91st 
Congresses 

This figure reports estimates for the coefficient on the immigrant family history 
variable in regressions with outcomes being a range of placebo-topic roll call votes 
during the 51st–91st Congresses. For each topic (as defined by Peltzman 1984 ), we 
identified all votes in our time period where conflict existed—based on whether 
majorities of each party opposed one another—and then for each bill we regressed 
vote choice on Immigration Index, district composition and all other covariates 
included in our main specifications. We then plot the share of regressions for each 

topic in which the coefficient for Immigration Index is statistically significant ( p 
< .05) for vote choice. While family history is a frequent and strong predictor of 
roll call voting on all immigration final-passage votes, as well as major legislation 

affecting immigration policy (as defined by Stathis 2014 ), family history is not a 
frequent significant predictor of voting in almost every other area. For the bottom 

four rows in the figure, we performed a similar exercise for major legislation in the 
policy areas of immigration, transportation, the environment and social welfare. 
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tom four rows of Figure VII ). We focus on landmark legislation
passed in the areas of social welfare, transportation, and the en-
vironment, selecting landmark votes using the same source and
procedure as for the landmark immigration votes ( Stathis 2014 ).
Compared with major legislation, immigration legislation again
registers the greatest share of roll call votes where an MC’s immi-
gration history mattered. In fact, neither the transportation nor

art/qjaf017_f7.eps
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he environment topics included a single bill where immigrant 
amily background was correlated with vote choice at a statisti- 
ally significant level. For social welfare, immigrant background 

elps explain some share of votes, although the estimated magni- 
ude is still not as large as for immigration. 

Overall, the share of bill-by-bill regressions where family im- 
igration history is a significant explanatory factor is higher 

or immigration legislation than for other legislation. Averag- 
ng across bill topics, family immigration history is statisti- 
ally significant in roughly 5% of regressions for other legis- 
ation; for immigration legislation, family immigration history 

s statistically significant at p < .05 about 24% of the time 

 Online Appendix Table G.1 ). Furthermore, these core results 
old up under alternative approac hes, inc luding a version where 

e place no restrictions on the direction of the vote (e.g., allowing 

or more liberal/permissive or conservative/restrictive changes in 

olicy for immigration and other topic areas) as well as when we 

xpand the pool of votes beyond those involving a high level of 
artisan conflict to all votes. Online Appendix G reports the full 
esults of these exercises. 

Finally, an alternative method for identifying the effects of 
eaders due to Jones and Olken (2005) yields the same or possibly 

ven stronger conclusions about the unique importance of fam- 
ly history for immigration votes. When a turnover in MC due to 

eath occurs that involves a within-district change in immigra- 
ion background, immigration legislation is the only topic area 

here we can identify a change in the roll call voting behavior re- 
ated to this change in office-holding. Online Appendix H reports 
he full results. 

VII. CONCLUSION 

This article has analyzed the relationship between lawmak- 
rs’ immigrant backgrounds and their legislative behavior. We 

tudied both landmark immigration legislation and general roll 
all votes related to immigration policy, as well as congressional 
peeches about immigration. Our results demonstrate a strong 

elationship between personal immigration history and MC vote 

hoice on immigration policy from the late nineteenth century 

o the mid-twentieth century. MCs with parents or grandpar- 
nts born abroad voted in favor of pro-immigration policies more 

han those whose families immigrated to the United States in 

https://academic.oup.com/qje/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/qje/qjaf017#supplementary-data
https://academic.oup.com/qje/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/qje/qjaf017#supplementary-data
https://academic.oup.com/qje/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/qje/qjaf017#supplementary-data
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earlier generations. Recent immigration experiences strongly pre-
dict votes for permissive policies, based on ideology measured
through past roll call votes. Furthermore, this voting behavior
is not just the result of pro-immigrant electorates selecting MCs
with recent family immigration background, but occurs when im-
plementing approaches designed to account for district-level char-
acteristics, district-level selection, and individual selection into
immigration. The tone MCs use in their speech follows a simi-
lar pattern: electing MCs with more recent family history of im-
migration yields a more positive tone on average when talking
about immigration, though this occurs because they make rela-
tively fewer negatively coded speeches about immigration. 

Ultimately, an MC’s group identity—belonging to a group
based on family background, and making choices favorable to
that group—appears to be the most crucial factor in explaining
our findings. MCs, like the rest of the population with more re-
cent immigrant family history, are more likely to give their chil-
dren more foreign first names. In their speeches, MCs with immi-
grant family histories tend to emphasize personal and cultural
aspects of immigration rather than economic or labor-related
frames. Furthermore, the importance of in-group identity extends
to one’s specific nation or region of origin: we find that immi-
grants from Old Europe source countries reacted differently than
immigrants originating from New Europe source countries when
legislation differentially targeted New Europe immigrants with
restrictions. Immigrant group identity also had some racial lim-
its: when nineteenth-century legislation limited Chinese immi-
gration, MCs with immigrant ancestry did not vote differentially,
as no MCs had Chinese immigrants in their family trees. 

We find little support for other accounts that would explain
the link between immigrant family history and permissive at-
titudes on immigration. The possibility that other characteris-
tics common to migrants (domestic or international) explain our
findings—consistent with explanations related to selection into
immigration—do not appear consistent with the evidence we ex-
amine. A family history of domestic migration does not have
the same explanatory power as a history of international im-
migration. Nor can we explain our findings with a correlated
preferences account, in which MCs with immigrant backgrounds
seek (through immigration) to reshape the electorate and fur-
ther a broad set of policy goals. An immigrant family history ap-
pears to possess unique explanatory power for decisions related to
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uture immigration policy, but not for roll call votes on many other 
olicies. 

Our findings highlight the critical role of identity in politics—
or politicians and for citizens. Much of the literature on political 
dentities focuses on descriptive characteristics such as race and 

ender, but other characteristics, somewhat less easily observ- 
ble, also play a critical role in explaining MCs’ legislative behav- 
or. While immigration is closely tied to race and ethnicity, being 

n immigrant is also a distinct identity that varies within racial 
nd ethnic groups. Immigration background has a crucial tem- 
oral component—people with the same ethnic backgrounds may 

e immigrants or descendants of immigrants with widely varying 

enerational proximity to the immigration experience. 
Our article also helps unpack what group boundaries are 

ost relevant in a policy-making context by treating the extent to 

hich group boundaries have mattered as an empirical question 

o test. We have let group boundaries vary in our assessment of 
mmigrant history—considering not only temporal aspects (prox- 
mity/generational distance) but also visibility (surname), subre- 
ional identities (and when these are/are not salient), and the 

xtent to which a group is targeted by restrictive policies. By un- 
undling immigrant background into component parts, we have 

ought to add breadth and depth to accounts of the role of immi- 
rant identity. 

Finally, personal characteristics and identity cannot be over- 
ooked when seeking to understand legislative behavior. Fenno 

1978) famously asked what elected representatives see when 

hey look at their constituency. This article has sought to turn 

 lens inward. What do legislators see when they look at them- 
elves? This study provides evidence that when setting immigra- 
ion policy personal and family history matter, even several gen- 
rations into the past; our findings raise the possibility that other 
imensions of family history should be taken into account when 

tudying the behavior of elected representatives in other policy- 
aking domains. 

SUPPLEMENT ARY MA TERIAL 

An Online Appendix for this article can be found at The 
uarterly Journal of Economics online. 

https://academic.oup.com/qje/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/qje/qjaf017#supplementary-data
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