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Method note

This report treats immigration not as a sentimental story of diversity alone, but as a central mechanism
through which the United States built territory, labor systems, cities, capital markets, universities, firms, racial
categories, border institutions, and citizenship rules. It uses public historical sources, government data,
demographic research, and current policy reporting. Citations use bracketed source numbers such as [R1].

Core thesis: U.S. immigration history is a history of managed inclusion. The
country repeatedly needs newcomers, then builds law and politics to decide
which newcomers are useful, admissible, deportable, assimilable, or
dangerous.
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The U.S. Immigration Regime: Key Turning Points

A simplified timeline of inclusion, labor demand, national security, and exclusion.
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Figure 1. Original analytical timeline generated for this report.

American immigration history combines settlement, coercion, labor recruitment, exclusion, refuge, and skills selection.
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1. Core Thesis and Framework

American immigration history is not simply the story of people arriving. It is the history of a state and
economy built by human movement while also classifying human beings by race, labor value, religion,
nationality, family status, ideology, and legal status. The United States depended on migration to colonize
land, staff farms and factories, build railroads and cities, populate frontiers, grow universities, expand
technology firms, and renew a relatively young labor force. At the same time, it repeatedly feared that
migrants would lower wages, burden public institutions, disrupt Protestant or Anglo-American culture,
threaten racial hierarchy, carry radical politics, evade legal control, or weaken national sovereignty.

The most important pattern is not open versus closed borders. The pattern is selective openness: a recurring
political bargain that welcomes some people under some conditions while excluding, deporting, surveilling, or
subordinating others. Early naturalization law favored whiteness; nineteenth-century restriction targeted
Chinese laborers; the 1924 system ranked national origins; post-1965 law emphasized family ties and skills;
the post-9/11 system merged immigration with national security; the 2020s made asylum and border capacity
central to presidential politics.

Four analytical dimensions organize the history. First is labor: employers often seek immigrant workers
because they fill seasonal, low-wage, physically demanding, or high-skill jobs. Second is race and national
identity: immigration law has repeatedly defined who can become American. Third is state capacity: the
federal government gradually built inspection stations, consulates, Border Patrol, detention, courts,
databases, employment verification, and deportation machinery. Fourth is citizenship: immigration
determines not only who enters, but who belongs, votes, owns property, serves in the military, creates
families, and transmits membership to children.

The central contradiction: the United States is an immigrant nation, but never
a neutral immigrant nation. It has been an immigrant-selection state.

2. Colonial Foundations: Settlement, Conquest,
Slavery, and Citizenship

British colonial settlement and the settler state

In the British colonial period, European movement to North America was tied to empire, land, religion,
commerce, and war. Settlers were not simply immigrants in a modern legal sense. They arrived as subjects of
empire and as participants in colonial expansion. English, Scottish, Scots-Irish, Dutch, German, French, and
other Europeans entered a continent already inhabited by diverse Indigenous nations. Settlement meant
farms, ports, towns, churches, courts, militia systems, and claims to property, but it also meant dispossession.
The colonial project converted Indigenous lands into private property and colonial jurisdictions, often through
treaties made under unequal power, wars, forced removals, and disease-driven demographic collapse.

This is why early American immigration cannot be separated from settler colonialism. European migration
built the demographic and institutional base of the future United States, but it also produced conflicts with
Indigenous societies over sovereignty, land use, trade, and military alliances. The American state later
inherited this structure: it imagined itself as a republic of settlers while expanding westward across Indigenous
territories.

Forced migration versus voluntary immigration

The transatlantic slave trade was migration without freedom. Enslaved Africans were forcibly transported to
build plantation economies in the Chesapeake, the Carolinas, Georgia, Louisiana, and other regions. Their
descendants were central to U.S. wealth, agriculture, exports, and political conflict, but they were denied the
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legal meaning of immigrant choice. In the colonial and early national periods, voluntary European migrants,
indentured servants, transported convicts, enslaved Africans, and displaced Indigenous peoples all moved,
but these movements belonged to radically different moral and legal categories.

This distinction matters because American immigration history is also a history of unfree labor. Indentured
servants sold years of labor for passage; enslaved Africans were property under law; Indigenous peoples were
displaced within their homelands; later contract laborers, braceros, and undocumented workers often had
constrained bargaining power. The line between free and unfree migration has always been shaped by labor
markets and law.

Citizenship from the beginning

The early republic defined citizenship through racial and political boundaries. The Naturalization Act of 1790
limited naturalization to free white persons, embedding racial hierarchy into the legal architecture of
belonging. USCIS notes that the early United States generally encouraged relatively free immigration in the
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, but that openness existed within a racialized citizenship order and
before the late nineteenth-century federal restriction regime emerged [R1].

3. Nineteenth-Century Immigration: Irish,
German, Chinese, Railroads, and Nativism

Irish and German immigration

The 1840s and 1850s transformed immigration into a mass urban and political issue. Irish immigration surged
after the Great Famine. Many Irish arrived poor, Catholic, and concentrated in port cities such as New York,
Boston, and Philadelphia. German migrants arrived in large numbers as well, including farmers, artisans,
political refugees from the failed revolutions of 1848, Catholics, Protestants, Jews, and freethinkers. Germans
spread across cities and the Midwest, strengthening farming communities, brewing, printing, skilled trades,
music societies, and urban ethnic institutions.

These migrations altered American party politics. Anti-Catholic and anti-immigrant sentiment fed nativist
movements, including the Know-Nothing or American Party. Nativists claimed Catholic immigrants owed
loyalty to the Pope rather than the republic and feared that immigrant voting would corrupt democracy. This
was not simply prejudice at the level of culture. It was a struggle over municipal jobs, public schools, alcohol
regulation, Protestant moral authority, and the meaning of republican citizenship.

Westward expansion, railroads, and labor demand

Nineteenth-century immigration was deeply connected to westward expansion. Railroads, canals, mining
camps, farms, and new towns required labor and capital. Immigrants worked as canal diggers, railroad
builders, miners, domestic workers, factory hands, peddlers, shopkeepers, and farmers. Labor demand pulled
migrants into the United States, while cheap land and chain migration pulled families into settlement. The
economy wanted mobility; the culture feared that mobility could unsettle old hierarchies.

Chinese immigration and Chinese exclusion

Chinese migrants entered the western United States during the Gold Rush and railroad expansion. They
worked in mining, railroad construction, agriculture, laundries, and service trades. White workers, labor
leaders, local politicians, and newspapers increasingly depicted Chinese laborers as racially unassimilable,
unfair competition, and a threat to the white workingman. Anti-Chinese violence, local exclusion, and political
agitation culminated in the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882.
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The National Archives describes the Chinese Exclusion Act, approved on May 6, 1882, as the first significant
federal law restricting immigration into the United States. It imposed a ten-year ban on Chinese laborers and
made ethnic labor exclusion a federal principle [R2]. The State Department history similarly notes that the
1882 act suspended immigration of Chinese laborers for ten years [R3]. The law was not a minor
administrative adjustment. It established that the federal government could exclude an ethnic working group
because it was portrayed as dangerous to social order.

Chinese exclusion changed the American immigration regime in three ways. It racialized federal immigration
law; it expanded documentation and enforcement burdens; and it showed how labor-market conflict could be
translated into national border policy. It also revealed a contradiction in American capitalism: Chinese workers
had been useful for building the West, but when white labor politics demanded protection, they were recast as
permanently foreign.
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Industrial Cities Turned Immigration Into an Urban System

Ports, railroads, tenements, factories, machines, schools, unions, churches, and newspapers were parts of one assimilation engine.
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Figure 3. Original urban-industrial immigration system image generated for this report.

4. Ellis Island and the Urban-Industrial Immigrant
City, 1880s-1920s

Southern, Eastern European, and Jewish migration

From the 1880s to the 1920s, the immigrant stream shifted from mainly Northern and Western Europe toward
Southern and Eastern Europe. Italians, Poles, Russians, Ukrainians, Hungarians, Slovaks, Greeks, Croats,
Serbs, Jews from the Russian Empire and Eastern Europe, and many others entered the industrial United
States. The National Park Service states that Ellis Island was the largest and most active U.S. immigration
station from 1892 to 1924 and processed more than 12 million immigrants [R4]. The Library of Congress notes
that as many as 3 million Eastern European Jews came to the United States between 1880 and 1924, many
through Ellis Island [R5].

This wave settled heavily in New York, Chicago, Boston, Philadelphia, Cleveland, Pittsburgh, Detroit, and other
industrial centers. New York's Lower East Side became a dense landscape of Jewish garment labor, Italian
pushcarts, Yiddish newspapers, mutual-aid societies, settlement houses, synagogues, Catholic parishes,
socialist clubs, and political machines. Chicago absorbed Poles, Bohemians, Jews, Italians, Lithuanians, and
many others into stockyards, rail yards, steel mills, and neighborhoods. Boston and Philadelphia became
laboratories of Irish machine politics, Catholic institutions, and later Southern and Eastern European
settlement.

Slums, tenements, labor movements, and machines

Immigrant slums were not merely poverty zones; they were transition systems. Tenements were overcrowded
and often dangerous, but they also placed newcomers near jobs, kin networks, ethnic lenders, union
organizers, churches, synagogues, schools, theaters, and newspapers. Immigrant neighborhoods built social
capital under hard conditions. They allowed ethnic businesses to form and political machines to mobilize
voters in exchange for jobs, coal, legal help, charity, and protection.
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Labor movements also depended on immigrants. Some unions excluded immigrant, Asian, Black, or female
workers; others organized across ethnic lines. The garment industry, mining, steel, meatpacking, and
construction all saw conflict among employers, native-born workers, newer immigrants, socialists, anarchists,
Catholics, Jews, and reformers. Immigration intensified class politics because it concentrated cheap labor in
growing cities, but it also created mass constituencies for labor rights, public education, municipal reform, and
social insurance.

Public schools and assimilation

Public schools became central assimilation institutions. They taught English, civic rituals, hygiene, punctuality,
gender norms, and national history. Assimilation was therefore both an opportunity and a discipline. Children
of immigrants often moved faster into English and American identity than their parents. At the same time,
schools sometimes treated immigrant languages and cultures as problems to be corrected. Americanization
campaigns during and after World War | linked citizenship to language, loyalty, and suspicion of radicalism.

Assimilation did not mean a simple melting pot. It was a negotiated process among families, employers,
political parties, churches, unions, settlement houses, courts, and schools. Ethnic identity often persisted even
as immigrants became American. The key transition was from outsider status to incorporation into whiteness,
urban politics, and citizenship - a transition denied or delayed for many Asian, Mexican, Black, and Indigenous
populations.

5. The 1924 Quota System and Race-Based
National Selection

The Immigration Act of 1924, also known as the Johnson-Reed Act, transformed U.S. immigration law. The
State Department historian explains that the act limited immigration through national origins quotas, setting
visas at two percent of the number of people of each nationality in the United States in the 1890 census and
completely excluding immigrants from Asia [R6]. The House historical summary similarly states that the act
created a permanent quota system based on national origin and used the 1890 baseline, before the peak
Southern and Eastern European waves [R7].

The 1924 law was not simply a numerical cap. It was a civilizational ranking system. By choosing 1890 as the
benchmark, Congress favored Northern and Western Europeans and sharply reduced immigration from lItaly,
Poland, Russia, the Balkans, and other areas associated with Catholic, Jewish, Orthodox, Slavic, and radical
political communities. It also deepened Asian exclusion. The law reflected eugenics, racial science,
anti-radicalism, anti-Semitism, anti-Catholicism, wartime nationalism, and white Protestant anxiety about
demographic change.

The quota system also shifted immigration processing overseas through consulates, reducing Ellis Island's role
from gateway to detention and exclusion site. This was a major state-capacity change. The border moved
outward: before migrants reached New York Harbor, federal officers abroad could select them. Modern visa
systems, consular screening, biometric checks, security databases, and overseas refugee vetting all inherit
part of this logic.

1924 made explicit what had long been implicit: immigration law could be used
to engineer the nation demographically.

6. Mid-Century Transformations: Mexican Labor,
Refugees, Cold War, and 1965 Reform
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Mexican labor programs and the Bracero system

The mid-twentieth century did not simply close immigration. It redirected it. World War Il created labor
shortages in agriculture and railroads, and the United States negotiated the Bracero Program with Mexico. The
National Archives describes the Bracero Program as a federally sponsored labor program created after
U.S.-Mexican negotiations to address wartime labor shortages, lasting from 1942 to 1964 and bringing mainly
male Mexican workers for seasonal short-term contracts [R8]. The Library of Congress similarly notes that the
program ended on December 31, 1964 [R9].

The Bracero system shows the difference between admitting workers and admitting future citizens. Mexican
labor was welcomed when employers needed seasonal labor, but political rights, permanent settlement, and
labor protections remained limited. The program also helped institutionalize circular migration between
Mexico and the United States. When legal labor channels narrowed while U.S. labor demand remained,
unauthorized migration became structurally likely.

Postwar refugees and the Cold War

World War I, the Holocaust, the Cold War, decolonization, and communist revolutions changed the moral
politics of immigration. The United States admitted displaced persons from Europe, refugees from Hungary,
Cuba, Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos, the Soviet bloc, and other places. Refugee policy served humanitarian aims
but also ideological ones: accepting refugees from communist regimes allowed the United States to present
itself as the defender of freedom. Anti-communism therefore expanded some forms of immigration while
restricting others through ideological screening.

The Refugee Act of 1980 later standardized U.S. refugee policy around the modern refugee definition and
created a process for annual ceilings and emergency adjustment. The National Archives Foundation
summarizes the act as raising the annual refugee ceiling from 17,400 to 50,000 and creating a process for
review and adjustment [R10].

The Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965

The 1965 Immigration and Nationality Act, or Hart-Celler Act, ended the national origins quota system and
replaced it with preferences emphasizing family reunification, employment skills, and refugee status. The
House historical account states that President Lyndon B. Johnson signed the act at the Statue of Liberty on
October 3, 1965 and that it overhauled the immigration system [R11]. The National Archives describes the
1965 act as a major improvement over the 1924 system, which had barred Asian immigrants and imposed
rigid European quotas [R12].

The act did not create unlimited immigration. It created a different selection system. Its consequences were
profound: Asian, Latin American, Caribbean, Middle Eastern, and African immigration increased; family
sponsorship built chain migration; U.S. universities and professional labor markets attracted skilled migrants;
and refugee crises reshaped communities. Lawmakers did not fully anticipate how strongly family networks,
global inequality, U.S. foreign policy, and employer demand would change the composition of immigration.
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After 1965: From European Quotas to Global Family, Refugee, and Skill:

The Hart-Celler Act unintentionally helped remake the immigrant stream by emphasizing family reunification and occupational preference
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Figure 4. Original post-1965 global flow image generated for this report.

7. Post-1965 Immigrant Communities Compared

The post-1965 immigrant population is not a single social group. It includes high-wage professionals, refugees,
students, undocumented laborers, family-sponsored relatives, asylum seekers, entrepreneurs, religious
communities, and temporary workers. Pew Research Center notes that since 1965, about half of U.S.
immigrants have come from Latin America and about a quarter from Asia, while Mexico remains the largest
origin country even though its share declined from 29 percent of the U.S. immigrant population in 2010 to 22
percent in 2023 [R13]. MPI reports that in 2023 immigrants from India, China, the Philippines, Vietnam, and
Korea made up 67 percent of Asian immigrants and 20 percent of all U.S. immigrants [R14].

Korean immigrants

Korean immigration expanded after 1965 through family reunification, students, professionals, small business
formation, churches, and later transnational corporate ties. Korean immigrants became visible in Los Angeles,
New York, New Jersey, Atlanta, Chicago, Dallas, Washington, and other metropolitan regions. Their economic
profile has included dry cleaners, groceries, beauty supply, restaurants, import-export firms, professional
occupations, academia, media, churches, and later technology and finance. Korean churches became not only
religious institutions but also social-service, credit, identity, and political networks.

Chinese immigrants

Chinese immigration has multiple histories: nineteenth-century exclusion, post-1965 family and student
migration, Taiwan and Hong Kong flows, mainland Chinese students and professionals, and transnational
business networks. Chinese immigrants have shaped restaurants, laundries, Chinatowns, universities,
medicine, engineering, finance, and technology. The group also carries geopolitical complexity because
U.S.-China rivalry can convert immigrant communities into objects of suspicion, especially in research,
technology, and national-security debates.
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Indian immigrants

Indian immigration is strongly associated with post-1965 professional and educational channels: physicians,
engineers, IT workers, graduate students, entrepreneurs, motel owners, finance professionals, and academics.
Indian immigrants have been prominent in H-1B debates, Silicon Valley, medical labor markets, and startup
formation. Their profile illustrates how immigration law can select for high education while still creating long
backlogs, employer dependency, and family stress.

Filipino immigrants

Filipino migration reflects U.S. colonial history, military ties, nursing, seafaring, care work, and family
reunification. Because the Philippines was under U.S. rule after 1898, Filipino migration cannot be understood
as purely foreign immigration. Filipino nurses and health-care workers became crucial to hospitals and
elder-care systems. Filipino communities also show how empire can produce migration routes that later
appear as ordinary labor channels.

Viethamese immigrants

Vietnamese migration is rooted heavily in refugee resettlement after the Vietnam War, followed by family
reunification, secondary migration, and entrepreneurship. Viethamese communities in Orange County,
Houston, New Orleans, Northern Virginia, and other areas built businesses, churches, temples, anti-communist
political organizations, fishing economies, nail salons, and professional networks. Their history shows how U.S.
military intervention can later become U.S. refugee responsibility.

Mexican immigrants

Mexican immigration is unique because of geography, conquest, labor demand, family networks, circular
migration, and the U.S.-Mexico border. Mexican-origin populations include descendants of people incorporated
after the U.S.-Mexico War, braceros, legal permanent residents, unauthorized workers, U.S.-born citizens,
professionals, students, and transnational families. Mexican labor has been central to agriculture,
construction, food processing, hospitality, domestic work, and services. Because the border is both a labor
market and a national symbol, Mexican immigration often becomes the main stage for debates over
sovereignty and race.

Cuban immigrants

Cuban immigration was shaped by the Cold War, exile politics, and special legal treatment. Cuban migrants
were often framed as refugees from communism, which gave them a different political reception from many
other Latin American migrants. Miami became the core metropolitan base for Cuban political power,
entrepreneurship, media, finance, real estate, and anti-communist networks. Cuban migration shows how
ideology can transform a migrant group from suspect outsider into strategic refugee.

Central and South American immigrants

Central American immigration grew from civil wars, U.S. foreign policy entanglements, gang violence,
economic dislocation, family networks, climate stress, and asylum claims. Salvadoran, Guatemalan,
Honduran, Nicaraguan, Colombian, Venezuelan, Ecuadorian, Peruvian, Brazilian, Argentine, and other
communities have varied class profiles and legal pathways. Many work in construction, restaurants, domestic
labor, care work, logistics, small business, and professional sectors. Recent Venezuelan and other South
American migration has made asylum and humanitarian parole politically central.
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8. The Enforcement Era: IRCA, Undocumented
Migration, DACA, Asylum, and the Border

IRCA and the legalization/enforcement bargain

The Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986 attempted a grand bargain: legalization for many
unauthorized immigrants already in the United States, employer sanctions against knowingly hiring
unauthorized workers, and stronger enforcement. USCIS describes IRCA as an act designed to control and
deter illegal immigration whose major provisions included legalization [R15]. USCIS employer guidance states
that Congress reformed immigration law in 1986 to preserve legal immigration while seeking to close the door
to unlawful immigration [R16].

IRCA did not solve undocumented immigration because it legalized a population without fully aligning future
labor demand with legal channels or creating consistently effective employer enforcement. Employers still
needed workers, Mexico-U.S. networks persisted, and border enforcement grew without removing the
economic incentives for unauthorized labor. The result was a larger settled unauthorized population rather
than purely circular migration.

Undocumented immigration and labor markets

Unauthorized immigration is a legal status, not a social type. Unauthorized immigrants include farmworkers,
construction workers, restaurant workers, care workers, students, parents of U.S. citizens, asylum seekers,
visa overstays, and long-term residents. Pew Research Center estimated that the unauthorized immigrant
population reached a record 14 million in 2023, 27 percent of all U.S. immigrants, and that unauthorized
immigrants represented 5.6 percent of the U.S. workforce that year [R17]. These estimates are contested at
the margins, but they show why enforcement, labor, schools, housing, health care, and local government are
inseparable.

The structural issue is that the economy often absorbs unauthorized labor while the political system
condemns unauthorized status. This creates a gray zone: workers are essential but deportable; employers
benefit but are inconsistently punished; local governments educate children and police neighborhoods;
federal law remains gridlocked.

Asylum, DACA, and humanitarian complexity

Asylum law reflects the idea that some people have a legal right to protection if they face persecution. But the
asylum system has become a substitute for a broader migration system that Congress has not updated. When
people fleeing violence, state collapse, poverty, climate shocks, or authoritarianism arrive without visas,
asylum becomes the only available door, even when their motives are mixed. This overloads courts and
creates incentives for both genuine claims and weak claims.

DACA, created in 2012, protected certain people brought to the United States as children from removal and
allowed work authorization, but it did not create permanent legal status. USCIS continued to publish DACA
data into FY 2026 [R18], while other summaries reported roughly half a million active recipients in 2025 [R19].
DACA illustrates the citizenship dilemma: people socially formed in the United States may remain legally
precarious because Congress has not enacted a durable statutory solution.

Border wall and enforcement symbolism

The border wall is both infrastructure and symbol. Physical barriers can redirect crossings, support
enforcement in some sectors, and express state control. But no wall can by itself resolve visa overstays,
asylum backlogs, employer demand, family networks, smuggling incentives, corruption, or instability in origin
countries. Border policy therefore oscillates between operational management and political theater. Effective

Page 12



American Immigration History - The American Newspaper / AmericanTV

control requires legal pathways, adjudication capacity, employer enforcement, regional diplomacy, and
credible consequences, not only fencing.

9. Immigration After 9/11: DHS, Security, Trump,
Biden, and the Polarized 2020s

DHS and the security-state turn

After September 11, 2001, immigration became more tightly linked to national security. The Department of
Homeland Security was created by consolidating multiple agencies. DHS describes the creation of the
department as a process that built the existing homeland security structure [R20]. USCIS history notes that
the Homeland Security Act created Immigration and Customs Enforcement and Customs and Border
Protection to oversee immigration enforcement and border security, while USCIS handled immigration benefits
[R21]. This split created the modern triad: CBP at the border, ICE in interior enforcement, and USCIS in
benefits and naturalization.

The post-9/11 system increased vetting, databases, biometrics, visa security, watchlists, information sharing,
and detention capacity. It also changed the public meaning of immigration. The immigrant was increasingly
imagined not only as worker or future citizen, but also as possible security risk. Muslim, Arab, South Asian, and
other communities experienced surveillance and suspicion, even while many were deeply integrated into
American universities, firms, medicine, and civic life.

Trump administration policies

The Trump administration's first term made immigration restriction a central political identity: travel bans
targeting several Muslim-majority countries, refugee reductions, attempts to end DACA, family separation at
the border, public-charge restrictions, expanded interior enforcement, the border wall, Remain in Mexico,
metering, and efforts to narrow asylum. Supporters framed these policies as sovereignty, rule of law,
deterrence, and protection of workers and security. Critics framed them as racialized exclusion, cruelty, legal
overreach, and damage to asylum and family unity.

After Trump's return to office in 2025, public reporting indicated a renewed and broader restrictionist push.
MPI estimated in January 2026 that the administration had taken more than 500 immigration actions in the
first year of the second term, surpassing the 472 actions it counted across the first term [R22]. Reuters
reported in June 2026 that the Supreme Court had largely supported several restrictive immigration
measures, including cases involving asylum access, Temporary Protected Status, reentry rules, detention, and
pending birthright-citizenship issues [R23].

Biden administration border-policy debates

The Biden administration initially reversed some Trump-era policies and emphasized lawful pathways,
humanitarian parole, refugee rebuilding, and root-causes diplomacy. But rising border encounters, asylum
backlogs, Republican attacks, Democratic local-government pressure, and public concern pushed the
administration toward tougher border measures. In June 2024, the administration issued a proclamation and
rule restricting asylum access when encounters exceeded specified thresholds; contemporary reporting
described it as temporarily restricting asylum seekers crossing between ports of entry after a daily threshold
was surpassed [R24].

This shift showed that immigration politics can force convergence even between administrations with different
rhetoric. When border capacity breaks down, presidents are pushed toward enforcement; when labor markets
and humanitarian crises persist, they are pushed toward legal pathways and relief. The Biden experience
therefore illustrates a structural dilemma, not simply an ideological inconsistency.
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The immigration crisis and polarization of the 2020s

By the 2020s, immigration became one of the central fault lines of U.S. politics. Border encounters reached
very high levels in FY 2022-FY 2024 and then fell sharply. Pew reported in February 2026 that Border Patrol
recorded 237,538 migrant encounters at the U.S.-Mexico border in FY 2025, down from more than 1.5 million
in FY 2024, more than 2 million in FY 2023, and a record of more than 2.2 million in FY 2022; Pew described FY
2025 as the lowest since 1970 [R25]. CBP's own public data page provides the underlying encounter
categories and monthly data [R26].

The political polarization comes from four simultaneous pressures: voters want border control; employers
want labor; humanitarian law requires protection for some people; and Congress has been unable to
modernize the legal architecture. Cities such as New York, Chicago, Denver, and others also became visible
sites of migrant reception, shelter pressure, housing strain, and partisan conflict. Immigration moved from
border states into national urban governance.
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The Modern Structural Dilemma

Current policy debates are not one-dimensiong== - == demand, sovereignty, and humanitarian law.
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Figure 5. Original policy-dilemma image generated for this report.

10. Economic, Urban, Cultural, Religious, and
Political Effects

Labor markets and wages

Immigration increases labor supply, but it also increases demand because immigrants rent homes, buy goods,
start firms, pay taxes, and create communities. The wage effect depends on skill level, geography, timing,
legal status, union strength, employer power, and whether immigrants complement or substitute for
native-born workers. The National Academies concluded that immigration has an overall positive impact on
long-run U.S. economic growth, while wage and fiscal effects vary by generation, skill, age, and level of
government [R27]. MPI summarizes the research by noting that wage effects are generally small, though
workers without high school diplomas and earlier immigrants in similar jobs may face the most direct
competition [R28].

The practical meaning is distributional. Immigration can raise aggregate GDP and firm dynamism while
imposing localized costs on some workers, schools, hospitals, housing markets, and governments. A serious
analysis cannot say simply that immigration is good or bad. It must ask: for whom, in which labor market,
under what legal status, with what public investment, and over what time horizon?

Agriculture, construction, services, care, and technology

Agriculture depends heavily on immigrant labor because work is seasonal, physically demanding,
geographically dispersed, and often low paid. Construction uses immigrant workers through subcontracting
systems that can reward flexibility while enabling wage theft. Restaurants, hotels, cleaning, logistics,
domestic work, elder care, and child care rely on immigrant labor in many metropolitan areas. At the other
end of the labor market, universities, hospitals, finance, engineering, and technology companies depend on
students, H-1B workers, researchers, founders, and skilled permanent residents.
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NBER research has found strong links between high-skilled immigration and innovation. A 2025 NBER
summary states that immigrants account for a large share of U.S. innovative output and generate
human-capital spillovers for U.S.-born inventors [R29]. NBER also summarized research in 2024 finding
immigrants overrepresented among high-growth startups and venture-backed technology firms [R30]. These
effects help explain why business groups often support legal immigration even when broader politics shifts
restrictionist.

Universities and startups

U.S. universities are immigration institutions. They attract global students, convert some into researchers and
workers, and connect American capital with global talent. Graduate programs in STEM, medicine, business,
and engineering often function as pipelines into the labor market. Startups benefit when founders can move
across borders, hire skilled teams, and access venture capital. But immigration backlogs and visa uncertainty
can push talent to Canada, Europe, the United Kingdom, Australia, or return migration.

Cities, housing, and urban growth

Immigrants have revived neighborhoods, filled vacant housing, opened businesses, supported transit
ridership, stabilized declining cities, and contributed to metropolitan growth. They also increase demand for
rental housing, which can intensify affordability pressure when housing supply is constrained. Immigration is
therefore not the sole cause of housing strain, but it interacts with zoning, construction costs, interest rates,
local infrastructure, and income inequality. The Ellis Island city of tenements has become the
twenty-first-century city of overcrowded apartments, shelters, immigrant suburbs, and high-cost global
metros.

Culture, religion, and media

Immigration remakes American culture through food, music, film, churches, mosques, temples, synagogues,
language media, sports, festivals, and digital networks. Catholicism, Judaism, Orthodox Christianity, Islam,
Hinduism, Buddhism, Sikhism, Pentecostalism, and new evangelical movements all grew through immigration.
Cultural industries often turn immigrant identity into business: restaurants, entertainment, ethnic media,
beauty, fashion, tourism, and transnational content.

Party politics and racial order

Immigration reshapes party coalitions. Urban machines built power by incorporating European immigrants.
Later, Latino and Asian voters became important but politically diverse electorates. Cuban Americans,
Viethamese Americans, Indian Americans, Korean Americans, Mexican Americans, Puerto Ricans, and Central
Americans do not vote as a single bloc. Legal status, class, religion, anti-communism, entrepreneurship,
education, region, and generation all matter.

Immigration also reshapes the racial order. European immigrants once stigmatized as inferior became
incorporated into whiteness over time. Asian immigrants moved from exclusion to model-minority stereotypes
and national-security suspicion. Latino immigrants are often racialized through language, border, and labor
status. Black immigrants from Africa and the Caribbean enter a society already structured by anti-Black
racism, while also forming distinct class and ethnic identities. Immigration therefore changes race, but it does
not dissolve race.

11. Pro-Immigration and Anti-immigration
Arguments in Structural Perspective
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Immigration arguments should not be reduced to kindness versus cruelty. They involve trade-offs among
growth, wages, welfare systems, border control, national identity, crime fears, human rights, and rule of law.
The key is to evaluate claims empirically and institutionally.

Pro-immigration arguments

e Growth and labor supply: Immigrants help offset population aging, fill hard-to-staff jobs, expand
consumption, and support tax bases.

e Innovation and entrepreneurship: Skilled immigrants contribute to patents, research, technology firms,
medicine, and startups [R29][R30].

e Urban renewal and small business: Immigrants often revive commercial corridors, rent vacant housing, and
create ethnic business ecosystems.

e Human rights and refuge: Asylum and refugee admissions express legal and moral commitments to people
fleeing persecution.

e Soft power: A country that attracts students, scientists, artists, and entrepreneurs strengthens global
influence.

e Family unity: Family-based immigration treats migration as a social system, not only a labor-market
transaction.

Anti-immigration or restrictionist arguments

e Wage competition: New labor supply can pressure workers in similar low-wage or low-education sectors,
especially where unions are weak or employers exploit status.

e Public costs: Schools, hospitals, shelters, courts, and local governments can face short-run costs, especially
when migrants are poor or legally unable to work.

e Rule of law: Large unauthorized populations can weaken public trust in law, especially when enforcement is
inconsistent.

e Border sovereignty: A state must know who enters, on what basis, and with what consequences for
violations.

e Assimilation and identity: Rapid demographic change can provoke fears about language, culture, cohesion,
and national story.

e Security and crime fears: Some voters link immigration to crime or terrorism, though broad claims require
evidence and should distinguish individual criminality from group status.

Balanced assessment

The strongest pro-immigration case is macroeconomic, demographic, humanitarian, and entrepreneurial. The
strongest restrictionist case is institutional: a state that cannot enforce rules or process claims credibly loses
legitimacy. The weakest pro-immigration argument ignores distributional costs and local capacity. The
weakest anti-immigration argument treats immigrants as a collective threat without evidence or forgets that
many sectors are structurally dependent on immigrant labor.

Crime claims require caution. Individual crimes by immigrants can have major political impact, but group-level
claims often overgeneralize. The more reliable policy question is not whether immigrants are morally better or
worse than natives; it is whether screening, policing, labor standards, and integration institutions are
competent.

Welfare debates also require precision. Unauthorized immigrants are generally restricted from many federal
benefits, but their U.S.-citizen children, emergency services, schools, and local institutions create fiscal
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effects. Legal immigrants vary by age, income, education, and family status. Fiscal effects are more positive
for high-skilled adults and their children over time, more costly for older or lower-income arrivals in some state
and local budgets, and heavily dependent on policy design.

12. Core Patterns, Structural Dilemmas, and
Future Direction

Why the United States repeatedly needs immigrants

The United States repeatedly needs immigrants because its economy expands faster than its native-born
labor force can always supply; because agriculture, construction, care, service, research, and technology
sectors depend on global labor; because universities and startups are talent-importing institutions; because
population aging raises the value of younger workers; and because the American national story relies on
openness as a source of legitimacy. Migration also gives the United States geopolitical advantages: it absorbs
talent from rivals, creates diasporic networks, and exports an image of opportunity.

Why the United States repeatedly fears immigrants

The United States fears immigrants because newcomers expose unresolved conflicts over race, class, religion,
language, wages, welfare, sovereignty, and security. Every major wave has been accused of being
unassimilable: Catholics in the nineteenth century, Chinese laborers in the late nineteenth century, Southern
and Eastern Europeans in the early twentieth century, Mexicans and Muslims in the late twentieth and early
twenty-first centuries, and asylum seekers in the 2020s. Fear intensifies when migration appears uncontrolled,
when local institutions are overloaded, when economic inequality is high, or when politicians translate
uncertainty into identity threat.

Freedom and opportunity, or selection and exclusion?

American immigration history is both. It is a history of freedom and opportunity for millions who escaped
poverty, persecution, war, caste, dictatorship, or limited horizons. It is also a history of selection and
exclusion: Indigenous dispossession, slavery, racial naturalization, Chinese exclusion, Asian bars, national
origins quotas, ideological screening, detention, deportation, and unequal access to citizenship. The two
stories cannot be separated because opportunity was often built within systems that excluded others.

Current structural dilemmas

e Legal channels do not match labor demand. Agriculture, care work, construction, services, and some
high-skill sectors need workers faster than the visa system adapts.

e Asylum is overloaded. It is being used to manage many mixed-motive migrations that are not easily
resolved by existing refugee law.

e Congress is gridlocked. Presidents use executive action, courts respond, and policy oscillates with
administrations.

e The border is both real and symbolic. Operational capacity matters, but symbolic border politics often
dominates legislative compromise.

e Local governments bear costs that federal law creates. Cities and states manage shelters, schools, health
systems, and labor markets without controlling admissions law.

o Citizenship is unresolved for long-term undocumented residents and Dreamers. Social membership and
legal status diverge.
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Likely future direction

The U.S. immigration system is likely to move toward a hybrid model: stronger enforcement, faster removals
for some cases, tighter asylum access, expanded digital and biometric screening, more employer verification,
and greater use of parole, temporary status, and targeted legal pathways when labor or foreign-policy needs
demand them. A full return to pre-1924 ethnic quotas is legally and politically unlikely, but selection by skills,
security, income, education, family tie, nationality-specific foreign policy, and humanitarian category will
remain central.

The system will probably become more managerial and more contested at the same time. Managerial because
technology, databases, expedited adjudication, and enforcement capacity are expanding. Contested because
demographic change, labor shortages, party polarization, judicial intervention, and humanitarian crises will
continue. The most durable reform would align three things that are now misaligned: credible border/asylum
control, realistic labor and family pathways, and lawful status solutions for long-settled populations. Without
that alignment, the cycle of crisis, executive action, litigation, and backlash will continue.

13. Ten Key Concepts, Essential Events, Laws,
and ldeas

Ten key concepts

1. Managed inclusion: The United States admits people under selective rules while excluding others by race,
labor value, security, legality, family ties, and political context.

2. Settler colonialism: European migration built the country through land acquisition and Indigenous
dispossession.

3. Forced migration: Slavery and removal were central to American population history but cannot be treated
as voluntary immigration.

4. Racialized citizenship: Naturalization and immigration law long defined who could become American
through race and national origin.

5. Labor demand: Employers repeatedly pull migrants into farms, factories, railroads, services, construction,
care work, universities, and technology.

6. Nativism: Restrictionist politics recur when newcomers are portrayed as cultural, religious, racial, economic,
or security threats.

7. Chain migration and networks: Family, village, church, school, employer, and ethnic networks turn
individual migration into durable flows.

8. Border externalization: Selection increasingly occurs before arrival through consulates, visas, databases,
carrier sanctions, and agreements with other countries.

9. Legal status stratification: Citizens, permanent residents, refugees, asylees, temporary workers, students,
TPS holders, DACA recipients, parolees, and undocumented people occupy unequal legal positions.

10. Assimilation as power: Assimilation can create opportunity, but it also disciplines language, identity,
loyalty, labor behavior, and civic belonging.

Essential events and laws

British colonial settlement European migration tied to empire, land, religious communities, commerce, and
Indigenous dispossession.

Page 19



American Immigration History - The American Newspaper / AmericanTV

Transatlantic slave trade
Naturalization Act of 1790

Irish and German immigration,
1840s-1850s

Chinese Exclusion Act, 1882

Ellis Island, 1892-1924

Immigration Act of 1924

Bracero Program, 1942-1964

Immigration and Nationality Act
of 1965

Refugee Act of 1980

IRCA, 1986

DHS creation, 2002-2003

DACA, 2012

2020s asylum and border crisis

Essential ideas

Immigration policy is labor policy, race policy, foreign policy, family policy, security policy, and urban policy

at the same time.

Forced migration that built plantation wealth and racial caste.
Limited naturalization to free white persons.

Mass urban migration, Catholic nativism, Know-Nothing politics, labor-market
change.

First major federal ethnic labor exclusion law; foundation of racialized immigration
restriction [R2].

Mass processing gateway for more than 12 million immigrants [R4].

National origins quota system favoring Northern and Western Europe and excluding
Asia [R6][R7].

Temporary Mexican labor recruitment for agriculture and railroads [R8][R9].

Ended national origins quotas; emphasized family, skills, and refugee pathways
[R11][R12].

Modernized refugee admissions and annual ceilings [R10].

Legalization plus employer sanctions; did not fully solve unauthorized migration
[R15][R16].

Separated benefits, border, and interior enforcement into USCIS, CBP, and ICE
[R20][R21].

Deferred action and work authorization for many childhood arrivals without
statutory permanent status [R18][R19].

High encounters, asylum backlogs, city reception pressures, executive action,
courts, and political polarization [R23][R25][R26].

The United States did not become diverse by accident; it became diverse through repeated collisions
between economic demand, political conflict, and legal redesign.

Assimilation is real, but it is slower and more contested when legal status is insecure or when racial

boundaries harden.

Border control without legal pathways produces illegality; legal pathways without credible control produce

backlash.

The future depends less on whether America is pro-immigrant or anti-immigrant than on whether it can
build legitimate capacity for selection, protection, integration, and enforcement.
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