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Abstract 

 

Since its establishment, the United States has welcomed big numbers of 

immigrants from all parts of the globe. The U.S. immigration strategy evolved 

throughout the history of the country and fluctuated between liberal and 

obstructive. It has been responsible for the racial, ethnic, and cultural 

transformation of the society for more than four centuries. Besides measuring 

its impact on American society, which is the main focus of major researches on 

this subject, the goal of this work is to identify the foremost factors that molded 

the shaping of the U.S. immigration policy. This thesis applied qualitative and 

quantitative methods, and examined a wide range of primary sources, 

government and official documents, and recent books and articles of authors 

and researchers of great renown working on the issue. The results revealed that 

the economic developments of the country and society were the driving force 

that shaped the U.S. immigration policy, both liberal and restrictive. The thesis 

came to the conclusion that the economic factor determined the evolution of 

the immigration process in general and the immigration policy of the United 

States in particular. 
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Résumé  

 

Les États-Unis a toujours accueilli un grand nombre d'immigrants de toutes les 

régions du monde. La stratégie d'immigration américaine a évolué tout au long de 

l'histoire du pays et a fluctué entre libérale et obstructive. Elle est responsable de 

la transformation raciale, ethnique et culturelle de la société depuis plus de quatre 

siècles. Outre la mesure de son impact sur la société américaine, qui est le 

principal objectif des recherches majeures sur ce sujet, l'objectif de ce travail est 

d'identifier les principaux facteurs qui ont façonné l'élaboration de la politique 

d'immigration américaine. Cette thèse a appliqué des méthodes qualitatives et 

quantitatives et a examiné un large éventail de sources primaires, de documents 

gouvernementaux et officiels, ainsi que de livres et d'articles récents d'auteurs et 

de chercheurs de grande renommée travaillant sur la thématique. Les résultats ont 

révélé que les développements économiques du pays et de la société étaient la 

force motrice qui a façonné la politique d'immigration américaine, à la fois 

libérale et restrictive. La thèse est arrivée à la conclusion que le facteur 

économique a déterminé l'évolution du processus d'immigration en général et de 

la politique d'immigration des États-Unis en particulier. 
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Introduction  

 

 

The United States is a land of immigrants; every American citizen shares the 

familiarity of being either an immigrant or an offspring of former immigrants. 

Throughout the history of the country, millions of people, coming from the four corners 

of the globe, left their home countries in search of better life conditions and chose 

America and settled on its lands. Thus, the country has always been dubbed the “haven 

for the oppressed” and the “refuge for the persecuted.” The immigrants came in 

different waves; it is perceived that there have been four big waves of mass immigration 

from colonial era to the current times. Amidst this time span, the United States 

witnessed a four-decade era of racial and discriminatory upsurge culminated in the 

adoption of notorious national origins quota system of the 1920s through which 

immigration levels dropped dramatically to very low levels. Mass immigration resumed 

after Congress issued the 1965 Immigration Act and the country was reacquainted with 

its historic policy favoring the admission of significant numbers of newcomers.   

The fluctuation of immigrant numbers was the outcome of the immigration 

systems that the country has adopted since its establishment. The U.S. immigration 

policy could be divided into three major phases; the first phase was characterized by a 

liberal dogma through which huge numbers of foreign workers were enticed by the 

better life opportunities offered, and they were absorbed within American society. This 

policy was initiated in colonial times and lasted until the First World War by the end of 

the second decade of the twentieth century. The impact of such policy on the ethnic 

composition of the U.S. society was so important that it did trigger nativist and 

xenophobic reactions which led to the adoption of a new immigration policy based on 

significant limitations on immigrant numbers admitted on a yearly base. Four decades 

later, a new policy marked the reopening door of migrant movements to the United 

States. The new immigration system allowed the admission of important numbers of 

newcomers from different source countries which reshaped the already diverse 

American society. 
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Usually, the focus of research on U.S. immigration policies is on their impact on 

a given society, but little is said about the role of the society on the shaping of such 

policies. This work will shed light on the factors that influenced the evolution of the 

U.S. immigration policy. The main focus will be on spotting the major factors that 

molded the changing patterns of immigration strategies vis-à-vis the admission of new 

immigrants. It is worthy to note that the work will examine the link between the 

important economic developments that accompanied the fluctuation of immigration 

throughout the history of the nation and the evolution of the U.S. immigration policy. 

To meet this end, this thesis will try to answer the following research questions: what 

factors contributed in molding the evolution of the U.S. immigration policy? And did 

the political decision making generate expected and planned society’s and economy’s 

directions? or was it the impact of the social and economic developments of the nation 

that pushed for and prompted the political agendas to shape and alter the U.S. 

immigration policy?    

 The work suggests that the immigration policy of the United States has been 

shaped by the developments that occurred in the country, notably economic, and which 

influenced the decision making with regards to the issue of immigration. The adoption 

of new immigration policies came as a response to such transformation, and the policies 

which were adopted were not initiated to generate a planned change. Therefore, the 

economic factors played the major role in the shaping of the U.S. immigration policy as 

the latter was molded to suit the economic needs of the nation.  

Many historians and researchers have tackled the subject of immigration to the 

United States like Allan Jones Maldwyn, Richard Alba and Victor Nee, Philipp Ager 

and Worm Hansen Casper, George Borjas, Reynolds Farley, Dale McLemore, Steven 

Koven and Frank Goetzke, Alejandro Portes and Rubén Rumbaut, Philip Eric Wolgin, 

and Wesley Greear. In their works, they tackled the immigration process of people from 

different countries, the different phases of the immigration policy, and the impact of 

such policy on the United States and American society. In fact, this work focuses on the 

evolution of the U.S. immigration system and the contribution lies in investigating the 

drivers that shaped and molded the making of such policies. The subject is dealt with 

from a different perspective as the emphasis is on the role of the society’s developments 
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on the political decision making with regard to immigration. The purpose of the thesis is 

to reach new inferences with respect to the evolution of the U.S. immigration policy.     

In this regard, this work is divided into four chapters. The first chapter entitled 

“Colonial Immigration and Immigration Policy from 1607 to Independence” provides 

an overview of the immigration policies adopted by the American colonies in colonial 

times. It explains the motives that pushed for the establishment of the Thirteen Colonies 

which, later, impacted on their strategies with regard to the admission of the new settlers 

and immigrants. The latter are studied to give a historical background of the first wave 

of immigrants which constituted the bedrock of the American society. 

The second chapter titled “Post-Independence Immigrants: Who Came and Why 

They Came? (1790-1920)” constitutes a broad analysis of the post-independence 

immigrant waves. The light is shed on the rise of mass migration from Northern and 

Western Europe, the old countries of immigration, in addition to the migrants’ push 

factors that drove millions of people to leave their home countries and join the United 

States. The second part tackles the rise of immigration from Eastern and Southern 

European countries; the new immigrants’ motivations as well as the reasons behind the 

shift in the source countries will be the scope of inquiry with the purpose of explaining 

such transformation in the patterns of immigration to the country. 

 The next chapter, labeled “The Door Closes: the Shift of U.S. Immigration 

Policy from Liberal to Restrictive 1820-1965,” provides an extensive examination of the 

immigration policies adopted in the nineteenth century and until 1965. The period 

witnessed a shift in the U.S strategy from a liberal policy, which characterized the post-

independence period until the end of the second decade of the twentieth century, to a 

restrictive one adopted in the early years of 1920s and which set numerical limitations 

on the admission of newcomers. The factors behind such a transformation are 

investigated in the goal of providing an explication to the change of the U.S. 

immigration dogma.  

  The final chapter entitled “New Immigration and Immigration Policy 1965-

2002” tackles the third phase of the U.S. immigration policy. It starts with the analysis 

of the first steps that led to the repeal of the 1920s restrictive measures. Then, it 

examines and scrutinizes the new policy which was initiated by the 1965 legislation and 
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reinforced by the Immigration Act of 1990. The purpose of the chapter lies in the 

attempt to decrypt the real factors that impacted on the shaping of the new immigration 

system. The last part examines the effects of the U.S. immigration policy on the country 

and the society.   

The mixed methods approach is applied in this work with the purpose of finding 

answers to the research questions on the basis of evidence and reasoning. In addition to 

the qualitative method through which data is collected, analyzed, and interpreted, the 

quantitative method is adopted in the goal of measuring the impact of immigration on 

the U.S. society and economy through the interpretation of numerical statistics gathered 

on the subject. This work relies on a set of primary sources and official documents, 

notably acts, government reports, charters, presidents’ speeches, and authentic papers. 

In addition, it explores a number of books and articles of renowned authors and 

researchers for the sole objective of providing an authentic research work in the subject 

of immigration policy.   
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Chapter One: Colonial Immigration and Immigration 

Policy up to Independence 

 

 

1.1. Introduction  

 Millions of immigrants from different parts of the globe have chosen the United States of 

America as their country of destination. They have brought with them different ethnic, racial, 

cultural, linguistic, and religious experiences. In the colonial period, the English, founders of the 

Thirteen Colonies that became later the United States, established themselves as the host group 

and imposed their cultural heritage and political institutions on the newcomers who arrived in 

big numbers. The English settlers had preferences in admitting new arrivals to their colonies; 

some colonies set a number of standards that the new immigrants had to conform to, other 

colonies welcomed a wide range of diverse immigrants. The colonial immigration policy was 

marked by the spirit of encouraging immigration to the New World, but at the same time putting 

few restrictive measures in the attempt of favoring one group over the others. 

 

 The first chapter deals with the colonial immigration policy and how it impacted on the 

society. It starts with the establishment of the thirteen American colonies along the Eastern 

seashore. The strategies that the colonies adopted to encourage or discourage immigration are 

examined to try to understand the colonial policy towards British and other European 

immigrants, and thus figure out what shaped that policy. The economic importance for both the 

colonies and the immigrants is discussed through analyzing the push and pull factors of the 

major immigrant groups in the goal of investigating the role of the economy in modeling the 

colonial policy vis-à-vis immigration.       
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1.2. Historical Background (before 1607) 

America is “a nation of immigrants”
1
 as described by the former U.S. President John 

Kennedy in his book of the same title. Immigration has marked the history of the American 

people from the Natives to the recent waves of immigrants. All Americans have had the same 

experience of being either immigrants or offspring of immigrants. Even the Native Indians are 

considered as immigrants by some scholars who claim that the native inhabitants of the 

Americas came from Asia some thousands of years ago, but there is no clear evidence about that. 

Their origins and time of arrival in the Americas is still under investigation. They are called the 

Indians though there is no indication that they came from the East Indies. The name goes back to 

the rediscovery of the New World by Christopher Columbus who attempted to find a new way to 

the Indies in 1492. When his trip ended in a small island in the Caribbean, he thought that he 

succeeded to reach the East Indies and the people he encountered were Indians. Since then, they 

have been known by this name. They were referred to as Indians even after the death of 

Columbus and the discovery that the land was a new continent and was named America.  

 

The 1492 voyage across the Atlantic Ocean opened a new chapter in the world’s history. 

Columbus’ unwitting rediscovery of the Americas initiated a European competition over the 

exploration and settlement of the new continent, and the exploitation of both the New World and 

the Old World resources. The Spanish and Portuguese pioneered the European expeditions in 

the sixteenth century. They exploited the black African slaves and made voyages to meet their 

goals of settling in the Americas, converting the native inhabitants into Christianity, and finding 

the promising treasures as they wished. Other European countries followed and tried to establish 

colonies in the Americas like the Dutch, the French, and the Swedes. The English also had the 

ambition to be among those nations, but due to internal issues the step was delayed to the end of 

the sixteenth century.   

 

The second half of the sixteenth century witnessed several English attempts to settle in 

the Americas. Although the Tudor Crown under Queen Elizabeth (1558-1603) had ambitious 

plans to rival with the powerful Spaniards in conquering the promising New World, all their 

attempts were unsuccessful. In 1583, the attempt of Sir Humphrey Gilbert could not thrive. He 

claimed Newfoundland for Queen Elizabeth, but died at sea when trying to find a suitable site to 

establish a colony. In 1584, Sir Walter Raleigh was assigned by the Queen to establish an 

                                                 
1
 John F. Kennedy, A Nation of Immigrants, (New York: Harper Perennial, 2008) 
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English settlement in North America. His first attempt failed in 1585 due to a severe winter that 

obliged his men to return back to England. The English did not lose hope; in 1587 Sir Raleigh 

sent John White to the same place, the Roanoke Island. The beginning of the expedition was 

promising as they began building the colony thanks to the description they had received from 

the previous voyages. White left the colony searching for supplies in England and planned to 

comeback after a short time, but he was delayed. When White joined the colony after three 

years, he found it abandoned, thus that was another English failure.     

 

The reason behind the delay of John White and consequently the failure of the 

establishment of the Roanoke colony was the war between England and Spain. The military 

conflict arose as a result of their trading competition and religious issues. King Philip II of Spain 

(1556-1598) did not admit Queen Elizabeth’s support for the attacks led by the English pirates, 

the Sea Dogs, on Spanish ships and ports to seize their treasure fleets. On the other hand, he had 

a strong religious zeal to overthrow England’s Protestant monarch and substitute it with one that 

would restore the Catholic Church in England. This resulted in a conflict between the two 

monarchs. The English chance for victory seemed slim as the Spaniards had the most powerful 

naval force in the world, the Armada. In 1588, King Philip II decided to invade England and 

sent his war fleet to fight the English who had smaller ships. Unexpectedly, the English won the 

war. One half of the Spanish fleet was later destroyed by violent storms when they tried to flee 

northward to Scotland. It was the defeat that marked the end of the Spanish supremacy over the 

seas and triggered the emergence of other European nations, especially England, to undertake 

expeditions over the ocean and towards the Americas, and consequently secure their future 

settlements.    

 

1.3. The Establishment of the Thirteen English Colonies in North America 

1607-1732 
 

The establishment of the thirteen colonies occurred gradually; it took the English more than a 

century to colonize the eastern coast of what has become the United States of America. 

Historically, the colonies were divided into three parts; the northern colonies were referred to as 

the New England colonies. The latter included Massachusetts, New Hampshire, Connecticut, and 

Rhode Island. New York, New Jersey, Delaware, and Pennsylvania were referred to as the 

Middle colonies. The other five colonies were named the Southern colonies, and included 

Virginia, Maryland, the Carolinas, and Georgia. It is worthy to note that the split of the colonies 
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was only descriptive and based on their geographical position and had no political, religious, 

cultural, or ethnic background.  

 

The seventeenth and eighteenth centuries witnessed the English massive colonization and the 

peopling of the New World. By 1732, the thirteen colonies were established. The first English 

colonists faced hard times in making their colonies endure the bad conditions of the new 

continent. They started having their own plantation and economy, which was constantly 

growing. The need for new workers was also rising. Immigrants from England as well as Europe 

were longed for. Since the New World plantations did not attract the expected laborers, due to 

the fact that the people in Europe feared risking their lives in a land that they ignored, the settlers 

started thinking about new policies to attract hands. Workers were brought, voluntarily or 

involuntarily, from England, Scotland, Ireland, Germany, France, Sweden, the Netherlands, and 

even Africa to the colonies. Thanks to the newcomers, the British colonies in North America 

succeeded in strengthening the English presence in the New World and, thus, set the bedrock of 

what has become the United States of America.      

 

It was not until 1607 that the English succeeded to establish and secure their first permanent 

colony, Jamestown. The colony constituted the beginning of the English settlements in North 

America. It was founded by Christopher Newport with 103 settlers. The settlement was 

established by a group of investors who founded a private company called the Virginia Company 

of London in 1606. Jamestown was a company-owned settlement; the company owned the land 

and its men. It had been granted the right to settle in Virginia by King James I (1603-1625) in the 

same year. The aims of the company’s leaders were to make profits by finding wealth and 

resources in the New World, spread Christianity among Native Indians, strengthen the position 

of England as one of the leading European powers, and realize the English desire to be a wealthy 

colonial empire and compete with the Spaniards who pioneered the establishment of permanent 

colonies in the New World.  

 

 When the English arrived and settled in Jamestown, they were confronted to the presence 

of the native Indians. The attitude of the English settlers towards the original inhabitants of the 

land was vague. On the one hand, they considered them as inferior, uncivilized and backward, 

and on the other hand they expected to receive their help and guidance as the Indians knew the 

region. Peter Rose claimed that the number of the first inhabitants of what is now the United 
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States and Canada before the conquests was estimated at 1.500.000.
2 

The first contact of the 

colonists with the Native Indians was friendly and beneficial for the English. When they arrived, 

the Indians did not treat them as a threat. They started trading with each other; in return for corn 

and other food, the English traded metal goods with the Indians. The English depended on the 

native inhabitants for food because it was not easy to grow crops in that unknown land in a short 

time. They did not try to work and provide their needs since they were relying only on the 

Indians. Even with this help, the colonists were suffering.  

 

The success of the colony of Jamestown was vital for the English. They did not wish their 

first and unique settlement to be a failure because that would influence future English 

colonization of North America. The bad conditions that the settlers were suffering from put the 

colony in jeopardy; if the colony of Jamestown had succumbed, the whole ambitious project of 

the English crown would have failed. In 1608 and as a reaction to that bad situation, an English 

relief ship arrived but found only 38 men.
3
 The other settlers died because of starvation, diseases, 

or deadly conflicts with the Indians over the lands. The colony was not making the profits as 

hoped by its proprietors and was about to be lost. That hopeless situation drove the Virginia 

Company of London to send Captain John Smith in an attempt of saving what could be saved. 

 

 The relations between the settlers and the Indians deteriorated rapidly after the arrival of 

Captain Smith. The latter was a severe commander and forced his men to build the shelters 

where they lived and plant the food they ate, which meant additional conflicts with the Indians 

who were not ready to hand over their lands to the settlers.  Hostility was from both parties as 

they regarded each other as a threat. The Indians rejected the English presence in the Americas, 

and the colonists wanted to enslave the Indians and take their lands. The English greed in the 

region worsened their relationship with the Indians. As a reaction, the Indians cut the supplies 

and decided to starve the English colonists. Cox and Alba mentioned that “In the winter of 1609-

1610, the majority of the settlers starved to death. Some resorted to cannibalism.”
4
 They even 

stole food from the Indians. The tensions between the two sides grew and hostility increased.  

 

 Tobacco constituted the hope of survival of the colony of Jamestown; it was the most 

profitable crop that the settlers relied on to make profits and bring economic stability to their 
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settlement. The English desire to seize more lands for the tobacco plantation was a factor that 

worsened the relations between the two sides. The English, who hoped to achieve economic 

profit from the land, transformed the region into a big agricultural field. They seized many of the 

fields that the Indians used to feed from and turned them into successful tobacco fields. This crop 

found success in the European market. The spectacular growth of the tobacco plantations in 

Virginia necessitated new workers. With this expansion, people from England started invading 

the colony to work in the fields. The Indians did not appreciate this since it was at the expense of 

their fields and villages. Perdue and Green pointed out that the “Indians and settlers found 

themselves locked in deadly competition for the fields that fed one and promised riches for the 

other.”
5
 As a result, bloody conflicts were triggered causing human losses among both sides but 

especially among the Indians who were weaker than the English because of their primitive 

weapons.    

 

At the beginning of the settlement, only men were allowed to migrate to Jamestown; 

McDowell and Beliles mentioned that it was not until late in 1619 that women joined the settlers 

to found families.
6
 The reason behind that was the will to establish a well-based settlement to 

make it conceivable for the presence of families and children. The first settlers knew the difficult 

circumstances they would face. In fact, the colony succeeded to overcome the obstacles of the 

first years of its existence thanks to the tobacco crop that was grown in vast fields. This was the 

beginning of the growth of the colony since the colonists were allowed to marry and get children, 

thus increase demographically and form a community.  

 

The colony’s expansion had been so rapid that the colonists found themselves possessing 

huge fields of land in the region. To secure their growing tobacco fields, the English needed 

workers. Many English people were ready to leave their country and settle elsewhere due to 

some reasons. One of the major factors that persuaded many English people to immigrate to the 

New World was their bad economic situation. The period between 1620 and 1635 saw a very 

difficult economic condition in England. People could not find work and unemployment spread. 

At times, England saw an expanding woolen industry; the latter, as it was emphasized by 

Hamby, dominated an ever increasing supply of wool to keep the looms running.
7
 In addition, 

bad crops worsened the situation, so farmers, who sought quick profits, seized the opportunity 
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and turned their lands into pastures, and became sheep raisers. As a result, many people found 

themselves jobless. They were compelled to flee that bad situation for greater economic 

opportunity, and the best choice that was available for them was in the newly established English 

colonies in the Americas.  

 

The tense political and religious situation constituted another important push factor that 

obliged many people to leave England and join the Americas. Some people were oppressed 

because they had different political and religious beliefs. The colonists who were the first 

English migrants to the New World had many goals to realize. Unlike the majority of the first 

English migrants who joined the New World for pure economic reasons and the quest for better 

financial circumstances, some other migrant settlers chose North America as a political and 

religious refuge. The oppressed and persecuted English migrants fled what they considered as a 

bad political scene in England. They sought political freedom and dreamt of establishing a place 

where oppressed people could be free and equal. Religion also played an important role in urging 

English people to make their way to the colonies. The desire of some English migrants to find a 

home where they could practice their faiths freely without any oppression was their unique 

objective. They were not allowed to do so in England. Their different religious doctrines made of 

them undesirable and persecuted.  

 

In December 1620, Plymouth, the second English permanent colony in North America, 

was founded by a Puritan religious group, the Pilgrims, and on religious basis. The Pilgrims, or 

Separatists, were a Protestant religious group that did not agree with the Anglican Church and 

asked for more religious freedom. Their beliefs were different; they aimed at establishing their 

own church and separating from the Church of England because they claimed that it was not as 

Protestant as they desired and, thus, needed reformation. They were not granted this in England. 

Consequently, they were persecuted and oppressed. Their first destination was the Netherlands, 

and then they fled to the New World. Their goal was to find a place where they could worship 

God the way they viewed as appropriate. They established the Plymouth colony which was in the 

region of Massachusetts in 1620. It was also the first among New England colonies. It followed 

Jamestown as the second successful settlement. The colony was financed by the Virginia 

Company of London just like Jamestown, and was also founded on economic basis. The society 

established in this colony was influenced by the religious practices and principles that this group 

of religious men secured and defended. The Pilgrims constituted the majority for a long period of 

time before they were joined by Protestant European immigrants. 
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Map 1.1. New England colonies 

 

Mary K. Geiter and W.A. Speck, Colonial America: From Jamestown to Yorktown, (New York: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2002), 70 

 By the end of 1630, the Puritans established the third successful English colony in the 

Americas. Butler claimed that 1.000 Puritan immigrants on eleven ships arrived in 

Massachusetts.
8
 They were a Protestant group who, like the Pilgrims, did not accept the Church 

of England as their religious authority. They thought that it, though it was considered as a 

Protestant Church, still kept many of the rituals of Roman Catholicism. Unlike the Pilgrims, the 

Puritans’ aim was not to separate from the Church of England, but rather, as they claimed, to 

purify it. When King Charles I (1625-1649) took the throne in 1625, the Puritans were afraid 

because the king was against all types of religious nonconformists. They decided to escape 

before he would force them to conform to the Church of England which they strongly rejected. 

                                                 
8
 Jon Butler, Religion in Colonial America, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 31 



13 

 

They chose the New World as a destination to try to find a sanctuary where they could practice 

their faith freely. They founded Massachusetts Bay colony in 1630. It was the second among 

New England colonies. The colony was an investment owned by the Massachusetts Bay 

Company. The vast majority of the people who migrated and settled the colony were Puritans. 

Delbanco and Himert pointed out that almost 20.000 of them sailed to the colony up to 1640.
9
 It 

is considered as the first heavy wave of immigration to the colonies. They also established 

Boston. Though the colonies were also commercial, they were primarily religious in nature.  

Maryland was another colony founded in 1632. It was second after Virginia (1607) 

among the Southern Colonies. It was founded by George Calvert, Lord Baltimore with other 

settlers. The settlement was established for two main reasons: to make profits like the other 

colonies, and most importantly because Lord Baltimore wanted it to be a refuge for the 

persecuted Roman Catholics of England. The latter were oppressed and persecuted in England 

by the Church. They also, like the Puritans, sought to find a home where their faith could be 

exercised freely and without restrictions. In Maryland, they faced no troubles in the early years 

with the already present big number of Protestant Puritans, but later they were the target of 

religious intolerance which would be explained in the following point. 

In the first half of the seventeenth century, the English were encouraged to immigrate and 

join the American colonies. But the period between 1661 and 1685 witnessed a change in 

England’s immigration policy towards the Americas. The English monarchy restricted 

emigration to the colonies.  They strongly believed in the economic theory of Mercantilism. The 

theory states that the wealth of a nation is in its people, thus the loss of the people means the loss 

of the nation’s wealth and the collapse of the economy.
10

 Nevertheless, the establishment of new 

colonies was not interrupted. The only trouble was about the source of immigrants since the 

English were not encouraged to sail to America.  

When establishing Pennsylvania in 1681, William Penn, the English real estate 

entrepreneur, had to go to Europe in a mission of bringing settlers. The colony was a religion-

based settlement. Being a Quaker, Penn wanted to make of his colony a haven for his 

coreligionists who had been present in the colonies since the 1650’s, but the establishment of a 
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colony devoted to their cause strengthened their presence in colonial America. In addition to the 

Quakers of the other colonies, thousands of England’s Quakers crossed the ocean and  

Map 1.2. The Lower South 

 

Mary K. Geiter and W.A. Speck, op. cit., 103 

Immigrated to Pennsylvania.  The Quakers, or the Religious Society of Friends, were also 

religiously persecuted because of their religious convictions that were in contradiction with the 

Anglican ones. Unlike the Puritans, they were tolerant towards other religious groups. 

Dinnerstein and Reimers stated that almost 25.000 English and Welsh members of the Society of 

Friends arrived in the colony between 1675 and 1725.
11

 Though there were other religious 
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colonists, the Quakers established themselves as the host group in Pennsylvania thanks to their 

numerical superiority. 

 Other British colonies were formed in North America during the period 1607-1732. They 

were basically established for economic and financial profits, but the people who chose to 

migrate to them were seeking either religious freedom or political liberty. In addition to 

Massachusetts, three other New England colonies were formed. New Hampshire was established 

in 1623. It was followed by Connecticut in 1635 which was populated by some Puritans who left 

Massachusetts in the hope of establishing more freedom in addition to better economic 

opportunities. One year later the fourth New England colony was founded; Rhode Island was 

established in 1636 to gain religious freedom. Like Connecticut, it was stablished by some 

people from Massachusetts Bay colony who sought more religious liberty. In addition to 

Pennsylvania, three other Middle Colonies were formed in 1664; first, the Dutch New 

Netherland colony was seized by the English by force and became New York. Even under the 

British rule, the colony kept its ethnic, religious, and linguistic diversity due to the tolerant 

policy that the Dutch were practicing to attract settlers. McNeese mentioned that in addition to 

the Dutch, there were Swedish, Finnish, English, Indians, and even Jews and Blacks.
12

 In the 

same year, a part of New York was turned into a new colony that was named New Jersey. The 

new colony’s aims were the same as the other colonies: political and religious liberty, in addition 

to improved economic chances. The fourth among the Middle Colonies was Delaware. It had 

been in the hands of the Swedes and the Dutch but the English sized it in 1664.  The colonists 

had economic ambitions which could be realized through growing their cash crop, tobacco. As 

noted earlier, Virginia (1607) was the first among the Southern Colonies; it was followed by 

Maryland in 1632. In 1653, Carolina was established by the English, and after a decade it was 

divided to include North Carolina and South Carolina colonies which were among the original 

thirteen colonies. The Carolinas were founded for political and religious tolerance, in addition to 

economic profitability. The economy of the Carolinas, like the other Southern Colonies, was 

based on agriculture and based its labor force on slavery. It was not until 1732 that the thirteenth 

English colony and the fifth Southern colony was established. At the beginning, the colony of 

Georgia was founded on tolerant grounds, all immigrants were welcome, the Indians and blacks 

were treated well, and even slavery was banned in the colony. That open policy did not last long 

because the colony was turned into royal in 1753, and the policy of exclusion was once again 

restored in the colony.          
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Map 1.3. The Middle Colonies 

 

Mary K. Geiter and W.A. Speck, op. cit., 88 

Despite the diverse policies adopted by the colonies, big numbers of immigrants crossed 

the Atlantic Ocean to join the British North American settlements. The evolution of immigrants’ 

numbers in the seventeenth century British colonies is shown in the following table which 

highlights the spectacular growth of the number of white immigrants to the colonies: 
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Year Total population Concentration in colonies 

By 1640 25.000 whites - 60% in New England colonies and Maryland 

- Most of the remainder in Virginia 

By 1660 80.000 whites - 50% in Virginia and Maryland 

By 1688 200.000 whites - 75.000 in New England colonies—  Massachusetts, Plymouth, and 

Maine 44.000 

                                                     - New Hampshire 6.000 

                                                     - Rhode Island 6.000 

                                                     -Connecticut 17.000-20.000 

- 50.000 in Virginia 

- 25.000 in Maryland  

- 20.000 in New York 

- 10.000 New Jersey 

- 8.000 in North and South Carolinas  

Table 1.1. Estimates of Colonial Population 1640 – 1688
13

 

The total number of the white immigrants who settled in the British colonies doubled 

eight times in less than half a century which constitutes a rapid growth. On the other hand, the 

proportion of immigrants in the earliest established colonies, New England colonies and 

Virginia, was higher than the remaining colonies. By 1688, New England colonies and Virginia 

comprised more than 60% of the total population.  

 

Unlike the Dutch and French colonies in North America, the British colonies succeeded 

in attracting thousands of European immigrants. The English experience was more fruitful. The 

methods of attracting laborers and immigrants differed from those of the French and Dutch. For 

instance, in 1664 when Britain occupied and took the Dutch colony of New Netherland, which 

became later New York, the influx of immigrants to the colony increased rapidly. The English 
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succeeded to attract in few years what the Dutch could not in decades. The success of the 

English was due to the immigration policy that was adopted by the British colonies. 

 

1.4. Colonial immigration policy   

 

Since the English colonies in North America were comprised of many ethnic groups, one 

may inquire about the identity of the group which was receiving the newcomers, and thus 

shaping the colonial immigration policy. The seventeenth century was the era in which the 

English established themselves as the host group. The overwhelming majority of the people who 

settled in the British North American colonies were English. As they were the founders, they set 

the standards of the first American society which was based on the Anglo-Protestant model. 

English was established as the compulsory language and Protestantism, in most of the colonies, 

the only religious faith to be accepted. The two norms were the key-elements that have 

constituted the American character and identity throughout the history of the United States of 

America. What facilitated the spread of such policy were their big numbers, and their status as a 

majority group. During the course of the century, they were always superior in number than the 

other immigrants present in the colonies.   

 

The settlers brought their English culture and the spirit of their racial superiority vis-à-vis 

other European immigrants. They believed in their superiority over the other races and regarded 

their culture as more civilized. They started using different notions to describe the newcomers. 

They considered the immigrants as foreigners, strangers, or even aliens. The new immigrants 

who were received in the colonies had to fit the standards put by the host group so as to be 

accepted in the established Anglo-American society. They had to respect the fact that English 

was the dominant language and Protestantism was the faith practiced by the majority. They 

started shaping the immigration policy of the colonies which was based on many attractive ways 

in order to recruit the maximum number of workers and settlers to strengthen the growth and 

prosperity of the colonies, but also on some restrictive or regulative measures to prevent the 

undesirables from immigrating to their colonies.  

 

It is necessary to know the policy-maker before one can deal with the immigration 

policies that the colonists adopted, since there were three different types of systems of 

government in the British American colonies. Each colony had a royal, a charter, or a proprietary 
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government. According to their systems of government, the colonies were also divided into three 

categories: royal colonies, charter colonies, and proprietary colonies. It is worthy to note that the 

thirteen colonies had been established as either charter or proprietary colonies, but most of them 

were turned into royal colonies. The following table shows the system of government of each 

colony at the eve of the American Revolution: 

Colonies Year of 

establishment 

Region Initial system 

of government 

New system of 

government 

Virginia 1607 Southern 

colonies 

Charter Royal in 1624 

Massachusetts 1620 New England Charter Royal in 1691 

New Hampshire 1623 New England Charter  Royal in 1686 

Maryland 1632 Southern 

colonies 

Proprietary Royal from 

1691 to 1715 

then returned 

proprietary   

Connecticut 1635 New England Charter  

Rhode Island  1636 New England Charter  

North Carolina 1653 Southern 

colonies 

Proprietary Royal in 1719 

South Carolina 1663 Southern 

colonies 

Proprietary Royal in 1729 

New York 1664 Middle colonies Proprietary Royal in 1685 

New Jersey 1664 Middle colonies Proprietary Royal in 1702 

Delaware 1664 Middle colonies Proprietary  

Pennsylvania 1781 Middle colonies Proprietary  

Georgia 1732 Southern 

colonies 

Charter  Royal in 1752 

Table 1.2. Proprietary, Charter, and Royal Colonies
14

 

 

 The four New England colonies were established as charter colonies, but Massachusetts 

and New Hampshire were turned to royal colonies. On the other hand, all the middle colonies 
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were established as proprietary colonies, and then New York and New Jersey became royal 

colonies. The Southern Colonies had both charter and proprietary systems of government before 

Virginia and the Carolinas became royal colonies. Maryland was turned to a royal colony for a 

period of twenty-four years before it was restored to proprietary in 1715. At the eve of the 

revolution, eight colonies among the thirteen British colonies were operating under a royal 

system of government, three colonies remained under proprietary governments, and two colonies 

kept their charter governments.  

The process of the transition in status of the colonies occurred in the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries and under different monarchs. The Stuarts changed the status of six colonies 

starting with King James I (1603-1625) who turned Virginia into a royal colony in 1624. After 

King James II (1685-1689) took the crown, New York and New Hampshire saw their status 

change to royal colonies in 1685 and 1686 respectively. Queen Mary II (1689-1694) also 

changed the status of Massachusetts and Maryland in 1691. For Maryland, the proprietary 

government was reestablished later in 1715, when the Hanoverian King George I (1714-1727) 

restored Maryland’s property to the Calvert family. In 1702, New Jersey became a royal colony 

under the control of Queen Anne (1702-1714), who was the last to rule from the Stuart House. 

When the Hanoverians took the lead, they turned three colonies to royal colonies starting with 

North Carolina under King George I in 1719, and South Carolina and Georgia under George II 

(1727-1760) in 1729 and 1752 respectively. 

 

The colonial political diversity could be seen in how the colonies were governed under 

those three types of governments. The Royal colonies were under the direct control of the King 

who appointed the governors. All the decisions in the colonies’ assemblies were to be made 

referring to the English laws and with the consent of the British monarch. The Charter colonies 

were owned by investors who were granted charters from the King. The investors were allowed 

to form a government and make laws that did not contradict the way the colony should be 

governed which had previously been determined in the charter. The Proprietary colonies were 

owned by a single person or a group of persons such as a family. The proprietors received the 

territories from the British monarch and had the power to make laws freely, which explains the 

amount of freedom and opportunities that were present in those colonies. 

 

 Since the colonies were operating under three different systems of government, one may 

say that their policies towards immigrants were not the same. The change in status of some 

colonies may draw the attention towards the change that might have occurred on the strategies of 
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those colonies before and after becoming Royal, and the impact of such political transition on the 

number of newcomers. One may inquire about the number of immigrants the other colonies that 

remained non-Royal received, and the role that the nature of the system of government played in 

shaping their immigration policies.    

 The following table shows in details all the thirteen colonies, their year of establishment, 

their initial status and the transition of some of them into Royal colonies, and most importantly 

the evolution of the number of white immigrants in every colony and all the three regions of the 

British American colonies until 1775.  

Colony Change in status 1688 1700 1754 1775 

N
ew

 E
n

g
la

n
d

 

co
lo

n
ie

s 

 

Massachusetts  

Charter/ Royal 

(1691) 

 

44.000 

 

70.000 

 

207.000 

 

352.000 

New Hampshire  Charter/ Royal 

(1686) 

6.000 10.000 50.000 102.000 

Rhode Island  Charter 6.000 10.000 35.000 58.000 

Connecticut Charter 17.000-

20.000 

30.000 133.000 202.000 

Total 75.000 120.000 425.000 712.000 

M
id

d
le

 c
o
lo

n
ie

s 

New York  

 

Proprietary/ Royal 

(1685) 

20.000 30.000 85.000 238.000 

New Jersey  Proprietary/ Royal 

(1702) 

10.000 15.000 73.000 138.000 

Pennsylvania  Proprietary  

12.000 

 

 

20.000 

 

 

125.000 

 

341.000 

Delaware Proprietary 37.000 

Total 42.000 65.000 353.000 754.000 

S
o
u

th
er

n
 c

o
lo

n
ie

s 

Maryland  

 

Proprietary/Royal 

(1691-1715)/ 

Proprietary 

25.000 25.000 104.000 174.000 

Virginia  

 

Charter/ royal 

(1624) 

50.000 40.000 168.000 300.000 

North Carolina  Proprietary/ Royal 

(1719) 

 

 

 

8.000 

5.000 70.000 181.000 

South Carolina  Proprietary/ Royal 

(1729) 

 

 

7.000 

40.000 93.000 

Georgia  Charter/ Royal 

(1752)  

5.000 27.000 

 

Total  83.000 77.000 387.000 775.000 

 

Total population  

 

200.000 

 

262.000 

 

1.165.000 

 

2.241.000 
Table 1.3. The evolution of the white population in the thirteen colonies 1688-1775

15
 

The analysis of the data shown on the previous table allows studying the evolution of the 

white immigration to the colonies before and after their change in status. It is noteworthy to say 

that the peopling of all the colonies had been steady before 1775. One can notice that by 1775, 

the New England colonies, the Middle colonies, and the Southern colonies had almost the same 

                                                 
15

 Farouk Beghdadi, op. cit., 102. 



22 

 

number of white inhabitants; the three regions crossed the bar of 700.000 souls. The average year 

of establishment of the eight royal colonies is 1863, which is so close to that of the other five 

colonies (1860). The number of immigrants that each colony received is important in trying to 

figure out the impact of the transition of some colonies into royal; the eight royal colonies 

counted 1.431.000 inhabitants against 812.000 citizens in the other ones. The comparison 

between the average number of inhabitants in both types of colonies leads to the conclusion that 

they received almost the same numbers; the average number of a royal colony is 178.000 

compared to 162.400 for a charter or proprietary colony. Not only Massachusetts, New York, or 

Virginia exceeded the threshold of 200.000 inhabitants, the charter colony Connecticut and even 

the proprietary Pennsylvania did so, which reinforces the fact that the change of status of the 

colonies did not affect the number of newcomers that flew to their soils.   

 

 The previous analysis suggests that the immigration policy of the colonies had not been 

influenced by the change in status of some of the colonies. The numbers expressed clearly that 

though the colonies were established in different regions, and had different governments but they 

all succeeded in attracting big numbers of immigrants. One can only say that the decisive 

element was the immigration policy that the colonies adopted in their unremitting attempts to 

provide abundant laborers to secure their rising plantations. Though the colonists of the Royal 

and Proprietary colonies could do little without referring to their Monarch or Proprietor in 

establishing their policy of immigration, their policies did not differ much from the Charter 

colonists who enjoyed greater freedom. The reason behind that was that the King along with the 

colonists shared the same objective of acquiring the laborers who were necessary for covering 

the shortage in the plantations and ensuring a stable growth of the colonies’ resources, and 

consequently the British economy. The only thing that mattered to both sides, the colonists and 

the monarchy, was the identity of those newcomers. The English had preferences in admitting 

new immigrants; thy adopted some policies that were intended to either encourage or discourage 

immigration. The policies were not the same in all the colonies, each colony tried to have a 

suitable policy according to its economic, political, and religious perspectives.   

 

Peopling the established British settlements in the Americas was of great importance to 

the English. Their desire was to build trading posts and compete with the other European powers 

in exploiting the riches of those vast virgin lands. At the beginning, it was not easy to found 

permanent settlements, but through time the colonies prospered and were growing, they were 

able to receive more immigrants from England, but also from the other countries of Europe and 
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even Africa. Bernard stated that the British government along with the English settlers used 

many policies to try to supply the colonies with the sufficient laborers to work in the fields, the 

investors to flourish the economy, and immigrants to found communities and permanent 

societies to secure the English presence in what was to become the United States of America.
16

   

 

 The first policy used by the British government was to send convicts who were in English 

jails to the New World in the hope of getting rid of the undesirable people. It saw that the 

flourishing colonies were a national success that would be beneficial for the country since they 

claimed that England, at that time, was overpopulated. The judges gave them an opportunity of 

not serving their sentences and leaving the country. Though their number was not very large but 

it created a feeling of discontent among the colonists, especially in Virginia and Maryland. The 

latter received the largest part of the transported prisoners.      

 

 The government’s attitude created a conflict with the colonists since the immigration 

policy of the British American colonies was a two-level oriented policy. Both the British 

government along with the colonies’ established legislatures that could control immigration to 

the New World. As an illustration of such a clash, the Virginia assembly did not accept the 

sending of convicts in the 1660’s. They were frightened that those criminals would undermine 

the safety and peace of the colony. They decided that “no person trading with Virginia, either by 

land or sea, should bring in any ‘jailbirds’.”
17

 The decision was widely supported by the 

colonists. Maryland issued the same legislation in 1676. The English parliament, being more 

powerful, overturned the colonists’ decisions and continued transporting convicts to the colonies 

through the eighteenth century. Maldwyn estimated the convicts who were sent to America and 

the West Indies in the eighteenth century at no less than 30.000.
18

 That was to continue till the 

American Revolution. 

 

 The colonists and the British government used the policy of land grants to attract new 

immigrants and cover the shortage of labor. With the settlement of North America, vast lands 

were seized and needed large numbers of workers to be cultivated. At the beginning, the English 

settlers tried hard to enslave the Native Indians, but their efforts were unsuccessful. Therefore, 

they turned to the white European laborers and those from the British Isles. They offered many 
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advantages to the workers and especially to the persons who imported them. They sold them 

lands at low prices. They even granted free lands as a reward to the colonists who succeeded in 

bringing other settlers to the colonies. This deal concerned the immigrants who could pay the 

cost of the voyage to the colonies. 

 

 In fact, the overwhelming majority of the English who desired to immigrate to the 

Americas did not have the financial resources to support their voyage. Therefore, a system was 

set to attract the English poor people who wished to join the colonies but they were not able to 

pay the expenses of such an expensive trip. The colonizing agencies such as the Virginia or 

Massachusetts Bay companies offered a deal; the workers had to sign a contract with the 

company. Under the agreement, the companies paid the cost of the workers’ passage to the 

settlements, and in return for such a contract, the workers had to work for the company for a 

certain period of time, usually from four to seven years. The system was called ‘indentured 

servitude.’ The servants were sheltered and fed. At the end of the period of servitude, the 

servants got the status and rights of free men and received their freedom dues, generally a sum of 

money or a tract of land. 

 

 The indentured servitude system succeeded to attract thousands of newcomers to the 

colonies. Poor Englishmen emigrated to the New World in the hope of being landowners and 

escaping their hard situation in Europe which was characterized by unemployment, starvation, 

and oppression. As noted earlier, the situation in Europe and particularly England encouraged 

people to leave and settle in America in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The system also 

served to import black Africans for a certain period before they were turned to mere slaves. The 

efficiency of the system is well shown by the 1.500 bonded laborers that were imported each 

year to the Chesapeake Bay in the seventeenth century.
19

 It was one of the main attracting 

policies that worked together and made of the Americas one of the most popular destinations. It 

is estimated that the number of indentured servants accounted between one-half and two-thirds 

of the total white immigrants during the colonial period.
20

 

 

 The way the colonies accepted the new arrivals in the Americas was vital for any 

immigrant in choosing their destination. If we draw a comparison between the British colonies 

on the one hand and the French and Spanish colonies on the other hand, we may say that the 
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main reason behind the huge influx of immigrants into the British colonies rather than the 

previously mentioned colonies was religious acceptance towards the newcomers from the other 

countries. Unlike the French and Spanish, the English showed greater tolerance towards new 

immigrants. They welcomed non-Catholics amid them since the Church of England was separate 

from the Roman Catholic Church, which explains the large number of immigrants who 

immigrated for the sole reason of practicing their faith freely. All the Protestant fellows were 

welcomed in the English colonies. The latter were their refuge from the Catholic oppression and 

persecution in Europe. 

 

  The majority of the seventeenth century immigrants were English of Protestant religious 

faith. They were the pioneers who set the tone for European immigration. They succeeded in 

establishing themselves as the host group. By 1680, many European immigrants started to flow 

in large numbers. They were Germans, Scots-Irish, Irish, French, and Dutch…etc. It is estimated 

that the number of newcomers to the colonies jumped from 250.000 in 1680 to over 2 million in 

1760.
21

 The overwhelming majority of them were Protestants. They were attracted by the 

possibility that was given to them to practice their faith without being surveyed as what was 

happening to them in their home countries. The English tolerance was not limited only to 

Protestants; even Catholics could be accepted by some colonists. 

 

 The religious tolerance towards religiously persecuted Protestant people stimulated a big 

flow of immigrants who flooded to the New England colonies. The latter were established by the 

Puritans on purely religious foundations. When trying to recruit settlers and workers, they took 

into account the preferences of immigrants. They did not accept people of different religious 

convictions. They relied on religious attraction and rejected firmly the methods of advertisement 

used by the colony of Virginia. For them, the only element that mattered for selecting or 

rejecting new members was religion. The Puritans considered their colonies as a place for the 

people who were not free to worship the way they pleased, they were welcomed and encouraged 

to leave their country and join New England. 

 

 It is noteworthy to say that although the major reason that drove the New England 

colonists was the quest of religious freedom, they did not share this freedom with all immigrants. 

They were persecuted and excluded by the Protestant Church of England despite the fact that 
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they were also Protestant. The Anglican Church did not consider them conformist to it. Their 

policy in America did not differ much from the one they had suffered from in England; they 

practiced exclusion against all non-Protestant immigrants. They tolerated only Protestants to join 

their colonies, and denied the entry especially to the Roman Catholics. The second Virginia 

Charter of 1609 expressed the English religious zeal when establishing their colonies:  

And lastely, because the principall effect which wee cann 

desier or expect of this action is the conversion and reduccion 

of the people in those partes unto the true worshipp of God 

and Christian religion, in which respect wee would be lothe 

that anie person should be permitted to passe that wee 

suspected to affect the superstitions of the Churche of Rome, 

wee doe hereby declare that it is oure will and pleasure that 

none be permitted to passe in anie voiadge from time to time 

to be made into the saide countrye 
22

 

The impact of England’s commitment to Protestantism was clear. The colonists shared the same 

objective with the British government; both wanted to show to the world the role of England as 

the defender of the Protestant faith against the Roman Catholic Church, and thus establishing it 

as the religion of its overseas territories. To secure their faith, the English set restrictive measures 

to make the immigration of the Catholics to their colonies difficult.  

 

If the New England colonies restricted new arrivals to Puritans, other colonies, such as 

Maryland and Pennsylvania, established less restrictive policies to try to attract more workers. 

They advertised for their colonies as being the refuge of those who were religiously offended and 

burdened. All Christians were welcomed and even Jews were not rejected. New England 

colonies remained an asylum for those who were seeking the reformation of the English Church, 

Pennsylvania was the destination favored by the Quakers who were also welcoming other 

Christians, whereas Maryland had been a shelter for non-Protestant Christians.  

 

 Maryland was established by Lord Baltimore who hoped to found a colony open to all 

faiths. He was a Catholic aristocrat who sought settling in the New World and making a haven 

for his fellow coreligionists who were also persecuted by the Protestant Church of England. The 

clash was with the Puritans who were already present in the region, since they were against 
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anyone who was not Puritan. Lord Baltimore and Maryland Assembly issued an important act in 

the colonial history of the United States: The Maryland Toleration Act of 1649. Though the Act 

had lasted only five years, but it had a strong effect on the eighteenth century, and beyond, 

openness of Americans towards pluralism and religious tolerance. The Act stated: 

 

That whatsoever person or persons within this Province and the 

Islands thereunto belonging shall from henceforth blaspheme God, 

that is Curse him, or deny our Saviour Jesus Christ to bee the sonne 

of God, or shall deny the holy Trinity the father sonne and holy 

Ghost, or the Godhead of any of the said Three persons of the 

Trinity or the Unity of the Godhead, or shall use or utter any 

reproach full Speeches, words or language concerning the said 

Holy Trinity, or any of the said three persons thereof, shalbe 

punished with death and confiscation or forfeiture of all his or her 

lands and goods to the Lord Proprietary and his heires
23

  

  

Lord Baltimore aimed, through the Act, at protecting the Catholics present in the colony by 

protecting all the Christians who believed in Jesus Christ as the son of God and the Trinity which 

is the pillar of the Christian faith. The act granted religious freedom to all Christians including 

the Catholics and Protestants. He believed that by strengthening religious tolerance, the colony 

would live in political stability which, in return, would affect its economy positively. It also set 

punishment against anyone who committed acts of intolerance towards the society’s minorities. 

Maryland received important numbers of European Catholics who were attracted by Maryland’s 

religious policy. The Act was not adopted by the other colonies because they did not share the 

same religious policy. The era of openness did not last for a long period because after five years, 

the Act was repealed by the Protestant majority in the Maryland legislature. The Roman 

Catholics became unprotected legally. They were regarded as aliens and undesirables. The 

Maryland’s new policy of exclusion towards the Catholics was practiced by almost all colonies 

but the degree of application varied from one colony to another.  

 

 The openness of Maryland was also experienced by New York, but, also, it was rapidly 

abolished. The immigration policy used by the colonists of New York was to try to attract more 

workers through spreading equality and religious tolerance among immigrants. The New York 

assembly passed the Charter of Liberties and Privileges in 1683 which set the way in which the 

colony would be organized. It was a courageous initiative which aimed at “the better 
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Establishing the Government of this province of New Yorke and that Justice and Right may be 

Equally done to all persons within the same.”
24

 The charter was used for only three years, since 

the colony’s status was changed to royal, and that meant the change in the structure and the way 

the colony was governed. As a result of that change, anti-Catholicism was restored in the colony; 

though the measures were not as restrictive as in the New England colonies, but the Catholics 

were not preferred and their admission was regulated.     

 

 The British government did not wish to interfere much in the regulation of the admission 

of new settlers and workers, except in two cases: the sending of jailbirds to the colonies and, as 

noted earlier, the period in which Englishmen were discouraged to join the colonies in the 

second half of the seventeenth century which resulted in a shortage of laborers in the colonies. 

To afford the colonies with workers, charters were granted to agencies to transport any stranger 

to the colonies. The British government left the task of controlling the flow of newcomers to the 

colonies. The latter did not have a shared policy. Some colonies favored immigrants from the 

same religious background and restricted entry especially to Catholics. The aim was to make of 

Protestantism the sole religious faith that would dominate the colonies. 

 

 The English alone were not enough to populate and exploit all the vast territories in North 

America; that is why they did not exclude the idea of recruiting laborers from other countries. If 

the seventeenth century voluntary immigrants were basically from England, those of the 

following century were purely Europeans. They were also attracted to the British colonies due to 

the same reasons that drove the English. They were indentured servants, religious persecuted 

people, and most of them were Protestants. They were also attracted by the economic 

opportunities the colonies were offering. The latter used all the methods of advertisement to 

show to the whole world that their colonies were the promised land of liberty, freedom, and 

economic progress. 

 

 One of the most successful ways that attracted more settlers was used by the colony of 

Pennsylvania. The colony’s immigration policy was based on a well-organized commercial 

advertisement. The latter was led and sponsored by the founder of the Quaker settlement William 

Penn. He wanted to attract settlers and workers to populate his colony. To do so, he published 

many pamphlets in many European languages talking about what he considered as the bounties 
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of the colony. The description made of the landscape a perfect place for plantation, housing, 

success, and chiefly for political and religious freedom. He promised them a life that would be 

much better than the one they were having in their home countries; in which they would be 

blessed with all the facilities to achieve their ambitions. Since he believed in equality, he 

guaranteed to secure their rights and fight any kind of oppression or persecution. What helped 

spread the good reputation of his colony was the letters that the settlers were sending to their 

friends and relatives praising the good conditions they were having. This advertising campaign 

was successful, the reason why Pennsylvania was a popular destination of newcomers and 

among the colonies that received the largest share of immigrants during colonial times as shown 

in the following table: 

Colony Number 

New Hampshire 

Massachusetts  

Rhode Island 

Connecticut  

New York 

New Jersey 

Pennsylvania 

Delaware 

Maryland 

Virginia 

North Carolina 

South Carolina 

Georgia 

102.000 

352.000 

58.000 

202.000 

238.000 

138.000 

341.000 

37.000 

174.000 

300.000 

181.000 

93.000 

27.000 

Table 1.4. The distribution of the white population in 1775
25

  

 

When dealing with the numbers shown in the previous table, one can deduce that, in fact, 

Pennsylvania was the colony that received the biggest number of immigrants. This is due to the 

year of foundation of the colonies. Massachusetts and Virginia were founded in the first quarter 

of the seventeenth century, whereas Pennsylvania was established in 1682. Therefore, 

Pennsylvania received in a century almost the same number of immigrants as what 

Massachusetts or Virginia received in a century and a half.   

 

 The land distribution was a major policy that persuaded the growth of population in the 

seventeenth century. The desire to get lands in the colonies was the goal of many of the 
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indentured servants who crossed the ocean and settled in the Americas. Those servants received 

small tracts of land after their period of servitude was over. Many of the immigrants who 

accepted to join the colonies under such a system wished to become landowners and start a new 

life. Not all of them received land as freedom dues, some got money, others clothing, guns, etc. 

 

 The immigration policy that was based on the system of land distribution was also used to 

attract another category of people who could contribute in increasing the population of the 

colonies. Rich people and investors were captivated by the Headright system. It was a system 

that granted huge lands to only a few settlers who were able to sponsor the passage of new 

settlers and servants to the colonies. It also made rewards to anyone who could pay the passage 

to the New World but more importantly to those rich people and proprietors who would import 

more workers. It aimed at attracting the maximum number of immigrant workers to cover the 

growth of the plantations. The new settlers received 50 acres of land as a grant, whereas those 

who paid the cost of voyage of new settlers received 50 acres of land for every imported person. 

Indeed, the ones who benefitted the most from this system were the people who already had huge 

lands, but in return they contributed to the sponsorship of the recruitment of thousands of 

newcomers. 

 

 To attract more immigrants to the colonies, the colonial legislatures made the acquisition 

of lands less complex. The first step was taken by the colony of Virginia which saw that granting 

lands to new arrivals would be attractive and beneficial for both parties. In 1705, Virginia started 

selling lands to settlers at low prices. Soon after, Maryland and the Carolinas made the same 

decision. The same situation was repeated in New England colonies where the land used to be 

granted to only some religious people who fitted the same conditions. The people started asking 

for their right in the huge uncultivated lands. In the 1720’s, the New England’s authorities 

accepted to distribute land to the people who were not religiously accepted. The land policy that 

was adopted by the colonies drove lots of English people to choose America as their destination 

for immigration. 

 

 In the eighteenth century, purchasing a land in the British colonies in America was 

extended to include the European settlers. The beginning of the century witnessed the 

immigration of huge numbers of Europeans. They settled in the thirteen colonies that were to 

become the United States. They did not have the right to acquire or purchase land since they 

were not English. But in 1740, the situation changed; the British parliament granted all foreign 
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immigrants in the colonies the status of nationalized British citizens. The Plantation Act of 1740 

gave the British citizenship to Protestant European settlers who proved seven years of presence 

in one of the thirteen British colonies, and without being out of the colony for more than two 

months. Therefore, those naturalized settlers could have the right of purchasing land in the 

colonies, and also be granted land in case they sponsored the passage of new arrivals. 

 

 The combination of economic, political, and religious strategies helped attract hundreds 

of thousands of immigrants to the British colonies. It is estimated that the number of the white 

population in 1780 was 2.225.000.
26

 The colonies underwent a rapid growth thanks to the 

immigration policies adopted by the colonies. The seventeenth century was dominated by the 

English settlers, whereas in the eighteenth century the lion’s share went to the European 

immigrants. The latter were different in terms of language, culture, and in some cases religion. 

This diversity would raise inquiries about the society they were living in, and whether they were 

influenced by the English founders, or they changed the structure of the American colonial 

society. 

 

1.5. Who Came? The Impact of the Colonial Policy on Immigration 

 

The policy that the colonists adopted attracted big waves of immigrants from European 

countries, and imported large numbers of slaves from African countries. If the European 

newcomers crossed the ocean and joined the English colonies in search for better economic 

conditions, religious tolerance and freedom, and political liberty, the black Africans were forced 

to immigrate to the Americas because of the shortage of laborers in the expanding plantations of 

the agrarian South. The impact of the immigration policy was seen in the diverse society that 

resulted from the migration of various ethnic groups into the colonies. 

     

1.5.1. New Source of Labor: Non-English European Immigrants  

 

The eighteenth century witnessed the beginning of a heavy European immigration to the 

British American colonies. The newcomers, unlike the previous, were not only English. They 

were different ethnically, linguistically, religiously, and culturally. Most of them opposed the 

ideology of assimilation into the American mainstream. They were ready to maintain their 
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distinct identities in the colonies, and this was to be transmitted to their children for generations. 

They were Scots-Irish, Germans, Scottish, French, Dutch, Swedes, and Jews.     

The Scots-Irish were among the largest groups of immigrants who settled in the British colonies 

in America. The appellation of this group might be ambiguous due to the fact that they carried 

two nationalities. They were referred to as Scotch-Irish because they were a group of Scottish 

who were transplanted in Ireland during the Ulster Plantation under the reign of James I (1603-

1625). The latter wanted to conquer the Irish region and make it a British Protestant plantation. 

They were accepted in the colonies due to their religious affiliation. They were Presbyterian 

Protestants from Ulster unlike the other parts of Ireland who were Catholics. They immigrated 

because of political and religious persecutions in addition to their difficult economic situation in 

Ireland, and they, at the same time, were attracted by the good opportunities they would find in 

the Americas. The main reason behind their choice was the wish to benefit from the headright 

system and acquire land. They were fascinated by the advertising campaign that was conducted 

by the colonists which resulted in the exodus of big numbers of Scotch-Irish under the 

indentured servitude system.   

  

When the Scots-Irish arrived in the Americas, they did not remain in one region. Their 

first destination was the New England colonies, mainly New Hampshire and Massachusetts. 

They soon chose to leave because of the bad treatment they received from the Puritan colonists 

who did not accept them. They moved to Pennsylvania which was regarded by them as the best 

place due to the religious tolerance and economic chances the Penn’s colony was promising. 

They later started moving to other colonies, as South and North Carolinas and Georgia, 

searching for more opportunities. What characterized them was their preference of settling in 

groups and founding their communities apart from the other groups. 

  

The Scots-Irish suffered from the religious and ethnic intolerance in the colonies. They 

were not appreciated by the dominating English because they were regarded as a peril that would 

jeopardize their established Anglo-American society due to their big number and cultural 

differences. Though they spoke English and were able to assimilate in Anglo-American culture, 

they lived in their separate communities, practiced their customs, and tried to maintain their 

culture and traditions. They had different religious beliefs, as they were Presbyterians, in 

addition to their open rejection to Anglicanism which created a clash with the colonists. Some 

colonies even took some measures against them.  
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In 1698 South Carolina passed a law giving bounties to 

newcomers but exempting the Scots-Irish and Roman 

Catholics… Maryland temporarily suspended the importation of 

Scots-Irish servants, and Virginia prohibited the sale of more 

than 20 of them on any one river. In 1729 Pennsylvania placed a 

20-shilling duty, to be paid by the colonist to whom the servant 

was indentured, on each imported servant.
27

   

 

The attitude of the colonists towards the Scots-Irish explains their continuous move from one 

colony to another. They came to America searching for a different life; they found themselves in 

an obligation of following the Anglo-American model if they desired to be treated as complete 

Americans. Despite being rejected, they were the largest among the European groups that 

immigrated to the colonies in the eighteenth century. In 1760 their number was estimated at 

250.000
28

 and they comprised between 7 to 10% of the total white population by 1783.
29

  

 

 The Germans were the second largest group among the European immigrants of the 

eighteenth century. They started coming to America by 1736 and chose the newly established 

colony of Georgia as their first destination. Like the Scots-Irish, the Germans moved from 

Georgia to join Pennsylvania and North Carolina. Most of them were Protestant immigrants who 

belonged to the Lutheran Church. They left their home country for the sake of finding better 

economic conditions. They kept a steady flow of immigrants to the colonies. They were known 

as Dutch in the colonies, this had not to do with the immigrants from Holland, but rather from 

their name ‘Deutsch’ in German language, which means German in English.    

  

A system was established to transport thousands of Germans who were poor and could 

not pay their passage to the colonies. It was called redemptioner trade. Unlike the indentured 

servants who were paid the voyage by the colonizing agencies, the German immigrants did not 

pay or sign any contract. They were transported with a condition to pay the cost of the trip once 

they arrive in the colonies. Once there, they negotiated indenture contracts directly with 

merchants, speculators, and settlers. The purchaser of the servant paid the passage in return for a 

period of servitude and, as noted earlier, gets 50 acres of land as a headright reward. The German 

immigrants crossed the ocean as redemptioners and joined the British colonies.  
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 The Germans came to the British colonies in North America with a strong desire of not 

assimilating into mainstream America. They were very conservative. They aimed at preserving 

their identity, language, and culture. They rejected the Anglo-American model that was 

compulsory in the colonies. They refused to use the English language and the host’s culture at 

the expense of theirs. They settled in separate communities apart from the dominating English in 

order to be far from their influence, and taught their language and culture to their children in the 

aim of preserving them for the generations to come.  

 

 The Anglo-Americans were not content with the German attitude towards their 

established culture and society. In this regard, the Germans were perceived as undesirable and 

strange. They tried to Americanize them by spreading English language and culture among their 

children in special schools. The Germans refused to school their children in such schools and the 

latter were doomed to fail.
30

 The dislike of Americans is expressed by Benjamin Franklin who 

asked in 1766: 

 Why should the Palatine Boors be suffered to swarm into our 

Settlements, and by herding together, establish their 

Language and Manners, to the Exclusion of ours? Why 

should Pennsylvania, founded by the English, become a 

Colony of Aliens, who will shortly be so numerous as to 

Germanize us instead of our Anglifying them?
31

  

  

The threat of the Germans was mostly felt in the colony of Virginia. It was a real issue for the 

English as their number was very high. By 1776, between 110,000 to 150,000 Germans 

immigrants were present in the colony.
32

 The English considered them as a danger to the Anglo-

American culture and to their status as being the host group. They feared their desire to keep 

themselves distinct and far from the Anglo-American society. They were afraid that they would 

influence them by their German language and customs instead of Anglicizing them. On the other 

hand, whenever the Germans found themselves in a difficult situation, they moved to another 

place seeking always to maintain themselves and their children’s identity. 

 

 The Scottish started immigrating to the English colonies in the 1730’s. Their number was 

not significant. What characterized them was the fact that they moved in groups and founded 

their communities apart from the other groups, especially the Anglos. As the Scotch-Irish, their 
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bad economic situation led to their exodus to the Americas. Their number started to increase 

only in the second half of the eighteenth century. Since they were settling in separate 

communities, they were keeping their cultural and linguistic differences. They spoke their 

language, wore their dresses, and practiced their traditions. Their preferred destinations were 

New York and North Carolina. 

 

 The Jews were among the immigrants who chose to go to America. They started to arrive 

in the colonies by the 1680’s. They immigrated because of the religious persecution they were 

facing in European countries. They could only go to New Netherland and Rhode Island since the 

other colonies prohibited the immigration of people from different religious affiliations other 

than Christians. Later they moved to other colonies, like Philadelphia and New York, as the 

conditions of being admitted became less complex. Their number was very small which made of 

them a group without influence.   

 

 French immigrants constituted another group that chose to flee to the Americas due to 

religious intolerance and persecution, and hoped for some religious freedom. They were 

Huguenots who chose South Carolina, Pennsylvania, Virginia, and New York as preferred 

destinations. They succeeded economically in the New World. They worked as merchants, 

artisans, farmers, and planters. They were open to other communities. They adopted the lifestyles 

of the colonies’ societies they lived in, and married non-Huguenots. They avoided immigrating 

to the New England colonies because they were afraid of the religious intolerance of the 

Puritans. Their number was not big, it was estimated that 2.000 to 2.500 French Huguenots 

sailed between 1680 and 1700 to the British North American colonies.
33

 Some of them moved to 

French Louisiana and settled there.  

   

 The Dutch and Swedes made their way to North America as settlers. The Dutch founded 

New Netherland whereas the Swedes settled in New Sweden, now in Delaware. The                         

colonies were established for economic reasons. They did not have strong reasons to immigrate 

to the colonies, which explain the difficulty of peopling their settlements. New Netherland was 

seized by the English in 1664 and became New York. They were successful in trade. Their 

number was not large.  
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1.5.2. No More Servants: the Rise of Black African Forced Migration and 

the Establishment of Slavery 

 

The colonial immigration policy was driven by the aim of populating the New World and 

supplying the colonies with the needed hands to contribute in their growth along with their 

mother country England. The first English colonists’ economic determination did not stop at 

recruiting only white European servants; it went beyond that by hiring big numbers of black 

Africans. The reason behind the coming and importation of the blacks was due to the constant 

need for cheap hands and the desire of making quick economic profits. The black African 

workers were among the very first to arrive and settle in the British colonies in North America, 

and contributed on a large scale in peopling the New World. One can only hesitate about how to 

refer to the black Africans who were forced to leave their home countries and cross the Atlantic 

Ocean to join the colonies. They were not like the other ordinary immigrants; they did not wish 

to immigrate, and probably most of them ignored the place where they were to be shipped to.  

 

I would question the status of the black Africans as I strongly oppose the fact that they 

were immigrants since they did not share any similarities with the other immigrant groups. In 

addition to the fact that they were imported involuntarily from Africa, the first Africans who set 

foot in Virginia came in the same year with the arrival of the first women in the colonies in 1619, 

and they even preceded the arrival of some groups that are considered as natives, such as the 

Pilgrims and the Quakers. They contributed in the development and economic stability of many 

of the colonies that became later the United States. Their significant role, along with the white 

indentured servants, in the flourish of the plantations made it possible for the colonies to develop 

and make enormous profits, and thus strengthen their presence in North America. When the 

English indentured servants ceased to flow to the plantations in big numbers after 1670, the only 

alternative laborers were the black African slaves; without them the colonies would have faced 

significant shortage in labor that would put the colonies’ plantations and economy in peril. 

Therefore, I cannot find any convincing or conceivable reason to refer to the blacks as 

immigrants, and, alas, in order to avoid unrelated discussions, and in the absence of an 

alternative status, I would refer to them as forced immigrants rather than regular ones. At least, 

no one can deny the fact that they acquired the status of a group that marked the history of the 

colonial period as well as the independent United States of America.         
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The black African slaves had long been used in the New World. It is estimated that 

between 10 and 15 million black Africans were taken by force to the Americas between 1400 

and 1900.
34

 They were brought from Gambia, the Gold Coast, Guinea, and Senegal. The 

pioneers in the importation of the black slaves to the American continent were the Spaniards and 

the Portuguese who initiated the importation and sale of captured African slaves in their 

settlements in the early sixteenth century. The beginning of the use of black Africans in the 

British North American colonies did not start until 1619 when a Dutch ship carrying twenty 

black Africans anchored at Jamestown. The black Africans were landed and traded for food by 

the Dutch who needed supplies. In the first half of the seventeenth century, there were no laws 

regarding slaves and slavery in the English colonies, for that reason the black Africans who were 

exchanged "…were not slaves in a legal sense."
35

 There was no real difference in terms of status 

between servant and slave, both were used but referred only to the recognized status of 

indentured servants. Some historians believe that the English colonists purchased the first blacks 

not as slaves, but rather under the same system by which they used to hire white European 

workers, i.e., indentured servitude. They also think that they enjoyed the same rights, worked for 

the same period, and received their freedom dues by the end of the terms of their contracts. 

 

The fact that the first black Africans who were brought into the colonies were not slaves 

and were purchased probably as indentured servants, and that some of them, although a very 

small number, gained freedom, did not necessarily mean that they were granted the same social 

status like the white servants. The debate over the blacks’ treatment has never ended; some 

historians believe that the first blacks in Virginia and the other colonies were treated as 

indentured servants, but some others, like the American historian Howard Zinn  thinks they were 

different and more precisely they were slaves.
36

 The second claim seems closer to reality for a 

number of reasons. Firstly, it was evident and apparent that the Africans were different than the 

English due to their skin color. Secondly, the long European slave trade and the big number of 

slaves that had been imported to the Portuguese and Spanish South American colonies, made 

their status widely known in all the corners of the globe, and more importantly, it shaped the 

image of the black Africans which was based on slavery. Thirdly, they were not purchased like 

the white servants under indentured servitude system, but they were imported and bought like 

goods. For instance, the twenty black Africans who were purchased by the Jamestown colonists 
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were traded for some food. It is worth noting that the English settlers were not eager to raise the 

status of a group of slaves and make them equal with the white servants especially when one 

knows that no laws protected them contrary to the whites who could claim for the protection of 

the English laws. Fourthly, the major reason that shows that the blacks were not treated as 

indentured servants was the ability to gain freedom after a period of servitude; they did not sign 

any contracts and only a few were given freedom. In fact the majority of the blacks who were 

purchased in the first half of the seventeenth century “remained “unfree” men and women.”
37

 

Finally, the absence of a legal status which would protect the blacks was another cause for their 

treatment as slaves rather than indentured servants. What supports these claims is the fact that 

the English colonists thought of enslaving the blacks and make their servitude for life rather than 

the white servants who were thought to be legally protected and racially superior in the early 

British colonial America.  

 

The English North American colonies did not receive large numbers of black African 

slaves in the seventeenth century compared with the following century. The following table 

shows estimates of the total population of the thirteen colonies. 
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Table 1.5. Estimated Population of the Thirteen Colonies, 1620–1760
38 

The evolution of the total population of the colonies was steady and increased rapidly. A clear 

difference between the two centuries would be noticed; contrary to the previous century, the 
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eighteenth century’s growth was spectacular. The evolution of the population was thanks to the 

big number of European immigrants as well as the African slaves who were imported to the 

colonies, especially in the South. The latter imported the majority of the slaves. The slaves’ 

proportion was very high in some Southern colonies; for instance, the blacks constituted 60% of 

the total population of South Carolina, and 41% of Virginia in 1760. On the other hand, the New 

England and Middle colonies did not recruit big numbers of slaves; this is seen in the very low 

proportions that the slaves constituted. The slaves as well as the indentured servants constituted 

an economic importance for the colonists, but their regional concentration was subject to the 

colonists’ needs.   

It is central to state that before the 1660’s the black slaves were not economically as 

important as the white servants for a number of reasons. The colonists’ needed labor was well 

covered by those, mainly English, white indentured servants. The colonists were finding profits 

with the servants as they immigrated in sufficient numbers. In addition, the price of the slaves 

was more expensive than that of the servants due to the fact that the blacks were less desired and 

thus less available.
39

 It is noted that a slave would cost twice the price of a white servant.
40

 The 

colonists preferred to hire English indentured servants who shared the same language and culture 

rather than the black Africans, especially in the absence of a legal status since the institution of 

chattel slavery was not yet recognized in the British North American colonies. The importation 

of black African slaves was very slow as shown in the previous table; they could not cross the 

bar of 10.000 until 1690 which constituted only 8 per cent of the total population of the colonies. 

By contrast, the indentured servants’ numbers were much higher than the black slaves in the 

seventeenth century. 

Throughout the second half of the seventeenth century, the English settlers began 

thinking about recruiting more slaves to cover the shortage created by the shrinking number of 

the English indentured servants. The English government took restrictive measures towards the 

emigration of the English people into the colonies. As noted earlier, the early 1660’s witnessed a 

radical change in the English vision towards its economic growth in which people were seen as 

the source of wealth, and consequently were not permitted to leave the country. The number of 

white indentured servants, who came mainly from England, dropped down. In addition to that, 

the improved economic condition in England was a factor that reduced the coming of more 

workers. The colonists faced a period that was characterized by the lack of indentured servants, 
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and obviously their prices rose in the market. The black Africans were a suitable alternative to 

replace the indentured servants.  

The colonies’ agriculture was in constant growth; the need for additional workers was 

increasing as well. In addition to the facts discussed in the previous paragraph, the black African 

slaves outweighed the indentured servants because of some motives. The black slaves constituted 

the source of inexpensive and available labor sought by the planters. The length of the contracts 

terms of the white indentured servants constituted an important element in the change of the 

colonists’ standpoint towards hiring African slaves. The English settlers found themselves 

locked in a cycle; the fixed terms meant the perpetual quest for new workers from Europe to 

secure their crops. On the other hand, unlike the indentured servants who were legally protected 

against any aggression or maltreatment of their masters, the blacks were hired without being 

affiliated to a given status; it was not until the 1660’s that the colonies, in the absence of laws 

regarding the African slavery, made their own, and thus the institution of chattel slavery was 

established in the British North American colonies. 

The establishment of the institution of slavery occurred gradually in the colonies. The 

economic need and profitability of the black Africans fueled the adoption of laws apropos 

slavery. The beginning of the legalization of slavery in the colonies coincided with the English 

discouragement of emigration from England along with an economic growth, which raised the 

colonists’ desire to recruit blacks. There were a set of laws that aimed at legalizing the status of 

the forced black African immigrants and downgrading them to permanent slavery. Those laws 

rested on four essential elements. The first element was the length of the period of bondage. For 

instance in the 1660’s, Virginia, Maryland, and New York established lifelong slavery for the 

black Africans. The black slaves had to serve their masters throughout their entire lives and did 

not have any right for freedom. Secondly, the fact that it had been possible for the black slaves to 

gain freedom by converting to Christianity persuaded the colonists to decree that baptism would 

not make any slave free. Thirdly, the status of the children of the slaves preoccupied the 

colonists; the colony of Virginia initiated the legal process and passed a law regarding them in 

1662. The law made it unambiguous that the children born in the colony would inherit the status 

of their mothers; the children born to the slave mothers would also be slaves. Finally, in the goal 

of strengthening the racial separation between the slaves and the white settlers, marriage between 

the black slaves and the whites was not tolerated. In 1664, Maryland passed a law that punished 

any white woman who married a slave by serving during her husband’s life. By the end of the 

seventeenth century, no white could marry a slave in Virginia after interracial marriage was 

banned in 1691. Gradually, the other colonies put restrictive measures on the black Africans. By 
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the beginning of the eighteenth century, it was almost impossible for the blacks to hope for 

freedom, and the large influx of imported slaves began to flow through slave trade.   

Amidst the legalizing process of the slaves, the Royal African Company was established 

in 1772; it fueled the colonists’ policy towards the importation of the black slaves. In fact, the 

company initiated the slave trade towards the British New World colonies. The company 

enjoyed a special privilege; the English crown granted monopoly to the company to trade with 

the colonies. Therefore, it established trading posts in West Africa, and supplied the British 

colonies with the slaves needed for their expanding plantations. Nonetheless, with the colonists’ 

rapid expansion of the agricultural fields, the company was no longer able to cover the planters’ 

needs. It remained as the “only legal slave trading company in England until 1698.”
41

 In that 

year, and as a reaction to the mounting need for slaves, the English allowed the private 

merchants to incorporate the English slave trade in the North American colonies. The black 

slaves were imported to the colonies and sold in slave markets. Among the main northern 

markets were those of Boston, New York City, and Bristol, Rhode Island, but the major slave 

markets were established in the south mainly in South Carolina and Virginia due to the large 

plantations that were established in the Southern colonies which needed more workers. As noted 

earlier, it was not until the beginning of the eighteenth century that the slave trade flourished in 

the colonies, and the numbers of imported slaves began to flow in significant numbers. In the eve 

of the revolution, more than 200,000 African slaves were imported to the colonies. The largest 

portion of the imported slaves was sold to the Southern colonies; South Carolina, Virginia, and 

Maryland constituted the major purchasers of the imports to the colonies as shown in the 

following table.            

Years New York Pennsylvania Maryland Virginia South 

Carolina 

Georgia Total 

 

1770-75 

1760-69 

1750-59 

1740-49 

 

100 

240 

69 

141 

 

… 

1,032 

130 

72 

 

1,042 

3,381 

2,297 

3,815 

 

3,932 

9,709 

9,197 

12,113 

 

20,943 

20,810 

15,912 

1,563 

 

830 

3,380 

126 

… 

 

26,847 

38,552 

27,731 

17,704 

 

1730-39 

1720-29 

1710-19 

1700-09 

 

1,377 

1,467 

1,104 

(b) 

 

297 

76 

(b) 

(b) 

 

5,111 

3,927 

1,995 

2,586 

 

16,226 

12,466 

6,333 

7,283 

 

20,464 

8,817 

2,746 

206 

 

... 

… 

… 

… 

 

43,475 

26,753 

12,178 

10,075 

 

Total 4,498 1,607 24,154 77,259 91,461 4,336 203,315 

Table 1.6. Slaves imported from overseas to the thirteen colonies, 1700-1775
42
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The slave trade constituted an economic necessity for the South whose economy was heavily 

relying on agriculture. The importation of huge numbers of slaves was to maintain the economic 

stability and contribute in the growth of the plantations.  

 

Despite the fact that that the European servants continued to arrive in the colonies, the 

coming of the black slaves was vital for the colonies’ economy, especially in the South; without 

the slaves’ contribution, the Southerners would have faced important shortage in labor and, thus, 

difficulties to expand their plantations. The African slaves constituted almost half of the total 

number of the eighteenth century immigrants to the colonies in 1775. In the South, the black 

slaves substituted the white servants as the main source of labor. Among the estimated 200,000 

blacks who were brought to America in the eighteenth century, nine-tenths were purchased by 

Southern colonies.
43

    

Decade African

s 

Germa

ns 

Norther

n Irish 

Souther

n Irish 

Scots English Welsh Other Total 

 

1700-09 

1710-19 

1720-29 

1730-39 

 

9,000 

10,800 

9,900 

40,500 

 

100 

3,700 

2,300 

13,000 

 

600 

1,200 

2,100 

4,400 

 

800 

1,700 

3,000 

7,400 

 

200 

500 

800 

2,000 

 

400 

1,300 

2,200 

4,900 

 

300 

900 

1,500 

3,200 

 

100 

200 

200 

800 

 

11,500 

20,300 

22,000 

76,200 

 

 

1740-49 

1750-59 

1760-69 

1770-75 

 

58,500 

49,600 

82,300 

17,800 

 

16,600 

29,100 

14,500 

5,200 

 

9,200 

14,200 

21,200 

13,200 

 

9,100 

8,100 

8,500 

3,900 

 

3,100 

3,700 

10,000 

15,000 

 

7,500 

8,800 

11,900 

7,100 

 

4,900 

5,800 

7,800 

4,600 

 

1,100 

1,200 

1,600 

700 

 

110,000 

120,500 

157,800 

67,500 

 

Total  278,400 84,500 66,100 42,500 35,300 44,100 29,000 5,900 585,800 

Table 1.7.  Estimated immigration to Thirteen Colonies, 1700-1775
44

 

 

The African forced immigrants surpassed the major European immigrants who arrived in large 

waves such as the Germans and the Irish. The previous table shows the importance of the slave 

labor to the colonists. Their importance was only economic; they were treated as a means of 

permanent profitability. Unlike the agrarian Southerners, the Northerners did not rely on the 

slaves since their economy was based on industry. The Northerners needed more skilled and 

qualified workers to work in factories. The slaves were present in the North but in small 

numbers. They were used as farm workers, household servants, and artisans.
45

 The small 
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numbers of the blacks in bondage show that they did not constitute an economic need in the 

north.  

 The African slaves’ share of the total population of the thirteen colonies varied from one 

colony to another and from one region to another. They were concentrated in the Southern 

colonies due to their work in the plantations. In some colonies, their number was very high and 

they constituted large shares of the total population. The next table shows in details their 

concentration and their proportion in the total population in the eighteenth century: 

 Colony 1760 1740 1720 1700 
N° (%) N° (%) N° (%) N° (%) 

 

N
ew

 E
n

g
la

n
d

 

New Hampshire 600 1% 500 2% 170 2% 130 1% 

Massachusetts  4,866 2% 3,035 2% 2,150 2% 800 1% 

Rhode Island 3,468 8% 2,408 10% 543 5% 300 5% 

Connecticut 3,753 3% 2,598 3% 1,093 2% 450 2% 

Total  12,717 2.8% 8,541 2.9% 3,956 2.3% 1680 1.8% 

 

M
id

d
le

 C
o
lo

n
ie

s New York 16,340 14% 8,996 14% 5,740 16% 2,256 12% 

New Jersey 6,567 7% 4,366 8% 2,358 8% 840 6% 

Pennsylvania 4,409 2% 2,055 2% 2,000 6% 430 2% 

Delaware 1,733 5% 1,035 5% 700 13% 135 5% 

Total 29,049 6.7% 16,452 7.4% 10,825 10.5% 3,661 6.8% 

 

S
o
u

th
er

n
 C

o
lo

n
ie

s 

Maryland 49,004 30% 24,031 21% 12,499 19% 3,227 11% 

Virginia 140,470 41% 60,000 33% 26,559 30% 16,390 28% 

North Carolina 33,554 30% 11,000 21% 3,000 14% 415 4% 

South Carolina 57,334 60% 30,000 67% 12,000 70% 2,444 43% 

Georgia 3,578 37% --- --- --- --- --- --- 

Total 284,040 39,7% 125,031 31,6% 54,058 28,1% 22,476 21,5% 

13 Colonies’ total 325,806 20 % 150,024 17% 68,839 15% 27,817 11% 

Table1.8.  Black slaves’ population in the thirteen colonies 1700-1760
46

 

 

The table shows the growth of the black slaves in the colonies. Their share kept increasing till 

they reached one-fifth of the total population in 1760. Their concentration in the Southern 

colonies is shown through their large records; they constituted almost 40% of the total southern 

population. Chief among the leading Southern colonies was South Carolina with a black majority 
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of 60%. The other Southern colonies were no exception; they all had at least one-third of their 

population as blacks. The previous numbers summarize the big economic importance the slaves 

had to the Southerners; this economic need was behind the Southern policy of recruiting more 

slaves to secure their economy. 

 

1.6. Conclusion  

 

To conclude, the English colonization in North America was not easy; the settlers 

endured hard times to secure their colonies. The colonial immigration policy was driven by the 

economic situation of the colonies. The major issue that the settlers faced was populating those 

settlements and providing the indispensable laborers for the growth of the plantations. They 

adopted many successful strategies to attract workers to the colonies. At the beginning, their 

immigration policy rested on advertisement, land grants, and most importantly on indentured 

servitude system. The colonists used all the effective ways to supply the cultivated areas with the 

needed hands. After, they turned to slave importation to cover the shortage in labor caused by the 

decreasing number of European servants on the one hand, and the rapid growth of the Southern 

plantations on the other hand. The colonists’ immigration policy was fruitful since the English 

colonies prospered and their economy flourished. It is worthy to note that the major element that 

molded the colonial immigration policy was the economic conditions of the colonies, and the 

legal steps that were taken were economically-oriented since it was necessary to provide workers 

in the goal of maintaining their economic stability.     

 

 The immigration policy of colonial America was shaped by the colonies according to 

their regional concentration as well as their motives. Although the economic motive was the 

most important, but other motives were primordial for the colonies. The New England colonies’ 

immigration policy rested mainly on religious perspectives; there was a kind of restrictive 

measures towards immigrants of religious faiths other than Puritanism. As they excluded the 

newcomers on religious basis, New England colonies remained mostly Puritan for a long period 

of time. On the other hand, the Middle Colonies were considered as a cosmopolitan region; the 

colonies received immigrants from different ethnic backgrounds. The multi-ethnic character of 

the colonies was due to the less restrictive policy adopted by the colonies. The Southern 

colonies’ policy was an economy-based policy; this was shown in the number of servants and 

slaves who were brought to fulfil the task of cultivating the vast plantations and making huge 



47 

 

profits as the South was agrarian and needed hands. In sum, colonial America was characterized 

by geographical, cultural, and racial and ethnic diversity which has always marked the history of 

the United States of America. The post-independence immigration policy will be the object of 

the second chapter. The scope will always be on the role that the economic conditions played in 

the modeling of the policy. Unlike the colonial times, the independent United States will be 

totally free to determine its policy, but the expanding nation towards the West and the rise of a 

national economy might influence its strategy towards the admission of new immigrants since 

the need for workers and slaves would increase.             
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Chapter Two: Post-Independence Immigrants: Who Came 

and why they Came? (1790-1920) 

 

 

 

 

2.1. Introduction 

  Regulating immigration was one important issue that raised debate in the freshly 

independent country. The constitution did not give an explicit answer vis-à-vis the identity of the 

party empowered to shape the country’s immigration policy. At the beginning, the Americans 

needed to set the legal mechanisms for the admission of the immigrants desiring to become 

Americans amidst the tense political conditions that threatened the young nation. And then by 

the last decades of the nineteenth century, the issue of whether immigration should be regulated 

at the local or the federal level was revived. The country needed more immigrants to satisfy the 

needs of a fast growing economy and boundaries. In the meanwhile, millions of people, mainly 

Europeans, were driven by their economic difficulties to choose the United States as their new 

home. The push factors leading those big numbers of Europeans to leave their countries and join 

America will be examined to try to show that their move was economically oriented and socially 

directed.  
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2.2. Who is an American? Young Nation’s Early Legislations  

(1790- 1819) 

 After getting their independence from Great Britain in 1783, the Americans turned to the 

regulation of their national affairs. One of the major issues that worried the Founding Fathers 

was that of immigration; there was a debate over the requirements that were to be imposed on the 

immigrants for their naturalization process. The end of the eighteenth century, which coincided 

with the early years of the new independent nation, was characterized by fear and caution. This 

was noticed in the number of the naturalization acts that were issued in a short period of time, 

and the character of such acts; in almost twelve years, the United States passed four acts. What 

was peculiar in those acts was the fact that each new act repealed and substituted the previous 

one. It was crystal clear that the new nation was finding difficulties, due to many reasons, to 

establish a flawless system that would set the requirements of naturalization for the big number 

of immigrants who desired to become American citizens.  

 The first steps to naturalize immigrants in the United States started with the passing of the 

1790 Naturalization Act. The act set the conditions that the immigrants had to fulfil in order to 

be admitted as U.S. citizens. Only five years later, the act was repealed and replaced by the 1795 

Naturalization Act. The new act did not exceed three years and was also repealed by the 1798 

act. The enactment of the 1802 Naturalization Law marked the end of the tunnel; the law 

concluded a short but busy period on what concerned the process of legalizing the status of the 

immigrant people who desired to obtain the U.S. citizenship. One can say that the act of 1790 

was the less exigent among the four acts. The following table illustrates the major differences 

between the aforementioned acts.  
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Naturalization Act of 

1790 

 

Naturalization Act of 

1795 

 

Naturalization Act of 

1798 

 

Naturalization Act of 

1802 

 

Applicant’s status Free white person Free white person Any alien Free white person 

Applicant’s behavior Good character 

Support and respect 

U.S. constitution 

Good behavior 

Respect of U.S. 

constitution 

Loyal only to the USA 

Renounce any other 

country’s allegiance 

Good behavior 

Renounce any former 

title 

Good moral character 

Respect the principles 

of the constitution 

Renounce any 

allegiance to any 

person or nation 

 

Where to apply Court of the state of 

residence 

Court of the state of 

residence 

Court of the state of 

residence 

Court of the state of 

residence 

Period of residence in   

the U.S. required for admission 

2 years 5 years 14 years 5 years 

Declaration of intention/ Notice 

time 

None 3 years 5 years 3 years 

Period of residence in the state of 

application 

1 year 1 year 5 years 1 year 
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Children’s status Under 21: acquire U.S. 

citizenship when one of 

the parents gets 

naturalized 

Born outside the USA 

to American parents: 

they were naturalized 

when one or both 

parents had lived in the 

United States before  

 Under 21: acquire U.S. 

citizenship when one of 

the parents gets 

naturalized 

Born outside the USA 

to American parents: 

they were naturalized 

when one or both 

parents had lived in the 

United States before 

Under 21: acquire U.S. 

citizenship when one of 

the parents gets 

naturalized 

Born outside the USA 

to American parents: 

they were naturalized 

when one or both 

parents had lived in the 

United States before 

Under 21: acquire U.S. 

citizenship when one of 

the parents gets 

naturalized 

Born outside the USA 

to American parents: 

they were naturalized 

when one or both 

parents had lived in the 

United States before 

Excluded categories Non-white 

Non-free 

Non-white 

Non-free 

Persons who supported 

Great Britain in the 

War of Independence 

Applicants from enemy 

countries to the Unites 

States were not 

admitted without the 

state’s consent (mainly 

from France) 

Persons who joined the 

British army during the 

war were not 

naturalized without the 

state’s consent 

Table 2.1. The 1790, 1795, 1798, and 1802 Naturalization Acts
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 The previous table summarizes the intentions of the newly independent Americans 

on the issue of naturalizing the new immigrants with regards to the political scene of the early 

years of the new republic. The first concern that preoccupied them was about who was to be 

the suitable candidate for citizenship. In the 1790, 1795, and 1802, the expression “any free 

white person” showed clearly that some categories were excluded; the acts did not allow the 

black Africans and Native Indians, as being non-white, and the slaves and indentured 

servants, as being non-free, to apply for citizenship.
47

 The Act of 1798 was more exigent; 

even some white immigrants were subject to some stricter naturalization measures. The use of 

“any alien” came to replace the former expression and to show that even white immigrants 

had to fit the requirements of the new legislation. What was peculiar in that expression was 

the fact that after four years, in 1802, it was again substituted by “free white person.” The 

reasons behind that change in position were driven by the tense political circumstances of the 

period; being a young nation, the United States feared the naturalization of people from 

enemy countries, notably the enemy of the former times, Great Britain. The latter’s 

immigrants were treated with precaution; they had to obtain the consent of their state of 

residence to be able to apply for citizenship. The position of the Americans vis-à-vis Great 

Britain can be noticed in the exclusion of the white immigrants who joined or even supported 

the British army in the times of revolution from being naturalized. It was crystal clear that the 

Americans were still worried about the British interference and influence on the American 

soil; they suspected the people who sympathized with the Royal Army during the War of 

Independence and were careful in admitting their citizenship.  

 In addition to that, the undeclared fights between the United States and France in 

what is known as the Quasi-War (1798-1800) played an important role in the restrictive 

measures over the admission and naturalization of new immigrants. The war fueled French 

anti-immigrant sentiments in the country. It was not an official war; neither the United States 

nor France declared war that is why it is known in American history as The Undeclared War 

with France, Pirate War, or Half War. The United States got involved into the conflict 

between Great Britain and France, which was a part of the French Revolutionary Wars (1792-

1802), as a result of its foreign policy. The French expected the Americans to support them 

against the British as reciprocity towards the assistance that the French had offered in the 

American War of Revolution, but the Americans chose to side with the British to end any 
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kind of hostilities and establish peace and prosperity in relations with the yesterday enemy. 

What angered the French and increased hostilities was the ratification of the Jay Treaty 

(1795), also called Treaty of Amity Commerce and Navigation Between His Britannic 

Majesty and the United States of America, which did not permit the Americans to trade with 

the French. The French perceived the American position expressed by the treaty as a violation 

of the Treaty of Amity and Commerce between the United States and France signed in 1778 

that had recognized the independence of the Thirteen Colonies and established strong 

economic ties between the two nations which constituted a French political and economic 

support against the British. The Americans’ rejection to pay back their debts to the French, 

under the pretext that the money was borrowed from the French monarchy and not the new 

government of the First French Republic, constituted another factor that amplified the French 

anger towards the United States and pushed the relations between the two countries into 

military hostilities. The French felt betrayed and started intimidating and capturing U.S. 

vessels at sea, especially in the absence of a strong U.S. Navy to protect the American ships. 

The United States retaliated by issuing the Naval Act of 1798 which reinforced its naval force 

by providing funds for the establishment of Military vessels to protect the trade of the 

country. The U.S. Navy along with the British Royal Navy succeeded to reduce the French 

attacks until France changed its position towards the conflict and accepted negotiating for a 

peace settlement. On September 30, 1800, France and the United States signed the Treaty of 

Mortefontaine which put an end to the undeclared naval conflict and opened a new era of US-

French relations. By the end of the conflict, the naturalization process went into normalcy by 

the repeal of the 1798 exigent Act and the passing of the 1802 Naturalization Act. It is worth 

noting that the 1798 Naturalization Act was one of a series of four laws that the United States 

adopted as a response to the French threat; the Alien and Sedition Acts comprised, in addition 

to the Naturalization Act, the Aliens Friends Act, the Alien Enemy Act and the Sedition Act. 

The four laws were passed in 1798 by the dominant Federalists. The Acts illustrated the fear 

of strangers coming from countries that threatened the American national security, mainly 

France, by giving controversial powers to the president to act vis-à-vis immigrants from 

enemy countries. 

The Alien Friends Act, which expired in June 1800, gave the president the 

power to jail and to deport aliens he suspected of dangerous or suspicious 

activities The Alien Enemies Act was essentially the same as the Alien 

Friends Act, but it would only become effective in the event of a formally 

declared war… Both laws denied immigrants the right to a fair hearing and 

access to the judicial system. Finally, the Sedition Act operated directly 

against citizens ... Citizens were prohibited from writing or speaking 
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critically of the president, Congress, or government upon penalty of 

imprisonment and a fine.
48

  

 

The acts endowed President John Adams (1797-1801) with the power to watch, imprison, and 

even deport immigrants. He could even punish any spoken or written words judged to be 

“false, scandalous and malicious writing or writings against the government of the United 

States, or either house of the Congress of the United States, or the President of the United 

States” by a fine and by imprisonment.
49

 The goal behind that was keeping suspicious people 

from conspiring against the country. The legislation was confronted with a fierce opposition 

from the Republicans, led by Vice-president Thomas Jefferson, who claimed that it limited 

the freedom of speech and the press which was against the first article of the U.S. Bill of 

Rights. Rachlin pointed out that the law did not resist long and “had a mercifully short life, 

expiring with the presidential term of John Adams in 1801.”
50

 The 1802 Act came as a result 

of the end of the tensions with France and also as a reaction to the mounting refusal of what 

was considered as a violation of the U.S. constitution and its Bill of Rights. 

 The period that came later was marked by less political tensions and therefore less 

legislation with regards to immigration. Although the naturalization process of the immigrants 

was under control, information about newcomers were still not accurate in order not to say 

unavailable. As mentioned in the first chapter, it is impossible to give official numbers and 

statistics about immigration before 1820 because there had been no legislation regulating this 

matter before the Immigration Act of 1819 was issued  and which went into effect on 1 

January of the following year. Unlike the 1795, 1798, and 1802 acts which dealt with 

naturalization, the 1819 was the first step taken by the federal government in the goal of 

keeping official records and regulating the flow of foreigners to the country. The act, also 

known as An Act regulating passenger ships and vessels, was passed on 2 March and required 

captains of all ships travelling to the United States to submit to local collector of customs lists 

of all the passengers on board with detailed information such as their origin, destination, age, 

sex, occupation …etc.     

 The 1819 act was an attempt made by the federal authorities to have a firm reaction to 

the inhuman conditions the passengers to the United States and to other destinations were 
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facing. Those unpleasant travelling conditions were the result of the greedy ship owners who 

profited from the development that the transatlantic transportation underwent in the beginning 

of the eighteenth century, and who carried huge numbers of passengers on their ships in the 

goal of making money. The poor people desiring to leave Europe and join America paid the 

lowest fares but got the worst placements in the ships; they were travelling in steerage. The 

United States issued the Steerage Act to protect the poor passengers by compelling the 

captains of all vessels coming to its shores to change their transportation methods. The Act 

limited the number of passengers on board vessels to no more than “2 for every 5 tons of such 

ship or vessel.”
51

 It also set severe penalties on the captains who did not fulfill the 

requirements of the law. In fact, the 1819 Act initiated the beginning of the official 

registration of immigrants entering the country. Therefore, data about immigration are 

available starting by 1820, the year in which the act went into effect.  

2.3. A Century of European Immigration to the United States (1820-1920) 

 When the United States got independence from Great Britain, the Americans sought 

the establishment of a confederation that the Thirteen Colonies would join and form a nation. 

The divergent political and economic interests of each state made it so difficult for each side 

stood its ground and refused concessions. Immigration, just like many other serious matters of 

that period, was avoided when drafting the U.S. Constitution. Slavery for instance, which 

constituted a crucial issue between the North and South, was not mentioned in the 

constitution; the reason behind that was to avoid early political and economic conflicts 

between the newly united states which could abort the whole process of building an American 

nation. Immigration regulation was one complex subject to deal with; the states, as will be 

seen in the end of the chapter, controlled it for three-quarters of the nineteenth century. It was 

not until 1875 that the federal government established its control over the matter. It needed 

time to get the political power to regulate such a contentious issue in a country of 

immigration.     

Before dealing with the nineteenth century immigration to the United States, one 

should go back to the gap between the war of independence and the 1819 act. The period is 

overshadowed by the important and numerous political events that occurred during and after 

the independence; the War of Independence, the making of the Constitution, the tensions with 

France in the Quasi-War, and the War of 1812 between the United States and the United 
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Kingdom influenced the flow of immigrants to the country and did not make of it a preferred 

destination for the Europeans because of the poor economic opportunities that were available 

in the U.S. job market. The political instability in Europe, notably the outbreak of the 

Napoleonic Wars (1803-1815), also reduced the number of people desiring to immigrate to 

the other part of the Atlantic. It is estimated that fewer than half a million Europeans chose to 

immigrate to the United States in the period 1789-1820 which is relatively an inconsiderable 

number compared with the other waves of immigrants that preceded the U.S. revolutionary 

war.    

As noted earlier, researchers were unable to deal with immigration to the United States 

in an accurate way because of the lack of official numbers before 1820. After that year, it was 

apparent that the Americans opted for the same open door policy that was adopted in the 

colonial period. They allowed big numbers of Europeans to immigrate and settle in the 

country. Most of the nineteenth century immigrants came from the so-called old countries of 

immigration; in other words, they came from Western Europe, which was the dominant region 

of immigration during the colonial era. A change occurred by the last decade of the century; 

the Americans kept the same open door policy and the country was always receiving those 

large numbers of immigrants, but the source countries of immigration changed. The new 

immigrants came from Eastern and Southern European countries.  

 The rapid expansion of the country into the vast and empty western territories 

sustained the development of an immigrant-based economy. The public opinion was divided 

on the mass migration of European workers; some viewed that both the United States and the 

European countries benefitted from that big move of Europeans to the Americas; the 

Americans could get the workers needed to improve their economy, whereas the Europeans 

saw in that an opportunity to reduce the impact of overpopulation and to get rid of some 

people who were not desired because they were considered as extremist rebels. The latter 

were the freedom seekers who escaped from Europe because they were unable to make the 

political and religious reforms they hoped for. On the other hand, there were many voices 

from either side that were against what was happening; in Europe, some viewed the 

phenomenon as a brain drain and a loss for the European nations. In the United States, there 

was a rise in the nativist reactions towards what they considered as an encroachment of 

foreigners who jeopardized their society and their established institutions.  

 People’s poor conditions were the major element that pushed them to immigrate to the 

United States. Dinnerstein and Reimers mentioned that “the most powerful factor impelling 

emigration was an extraordinary increase in population, preceding the ability of agriculture to 
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feed it or of industry to give it jobs.”
52

 The impact of the Industrial Revolution on some of the 

European people was difficult to bear; it affected the agricultural sector that was the main 

source of work for a considerable number of laborers of the rural areas. Fewer jobs were 

afforded in agriculture which persuaded people to quit their homes in quest of better 

opportunities in the cities. It changed the life patterns of millions of people who were 

uprooted from their lands and found themselves obligated to adapt to their new conditions. 

Economic difficulties, religious persecution, and political oppression caused the exodus of 

large numbers of Europeans to the United States of America.  

The following table shows the evolution of immigrants’ numbers in the period (1820-

1924) which symbolizes the open door policy era: 

Decade Number of immigrants 

1820-30 

1831-40 

1841-50 

1851-60 

1861-70 

1871-80 

1881-90 

1891-1900 

1901-10 

1911-20 

1921-30 

151.824 

599.125 

1.713.251 

2.598.214 

2.314.824 

2.812.191 

5.246.613 

3.687.564 

8.795.386 

5.735.811 

2.344.599 

Total 35.999.402 

Table 2.2. 1820-1924 immigration to the United States 
53

 

Indeed, the number of the total immigrants who entered the United States in almost one 

century was very large; 36 million immigrants were attracted to the U.S. states. It is noted that 

immigration numbers started to be significantly large in the 1830’s with almost 600.000 

people entering the country in one decade. Starting with the 1840’s, immigration entered the 

period of millionfold increase; it kept increasing in a spectacular way till it reached more than 

5 million immigrants in the 1880’s and even 8.8 million in the period 1901-1910. The 

overwhelming majority of those newcomers came from European countries. Historians 

distinguish between two massive waves of immigrants during that period; the period between 
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1820 and 1890 witnessed the domination of immigration from Western and Northern 

European countries, whereas after 1890 immigrants from Eastern and Southern Europe began 

to flow in unprecedented numbers. It is noted that the first part which saw the domination of 

western European immigrants witnessed the influx of more than 15 million people compared 

with more than 20 million from Eastern and Southern Europe. Not only the considerable 

number of immigrants who entered the country in a short period of time draws the attention, 

but also the shift in the origins of the newcomers; the latter came with completely different 

ethnic, cultural, and linguistic backgrounds than the already multi ethnic society. What 

follows tries to analyze the two major waves, the countries of origin, and the reason that 

pushed the immigrants to choose the United States as a destination.     

 

2.3.1. More Immigrants from Northern and Western Europe  

The nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth witnessed the influx of a 

huge number of immigrants to the United States. Most of them came from the Old Continent. 

What is noticeable, as can be seen in table 2.3 on the following page, is the fact that the new 

arrivals shifted from one Western and Northern Europe to the Southern and Eastern part of it 

by the last decades of the century. Additionally, the numbers show that the rise of Eastern and 

Southern European immigrants did not necessarily mean the decline of old countries of 

immigration; arrivals from Northern and Western Europe remained to some extent high but 

were incomparable with the very high rates registered by the new immigrants. Moreover, 

among the striking points about the two major waves is the fact that the Western European 

wave witnessed a century of increase, whereas that of Eastern European countries was rapid 

and reached its highpoint in a short period of time.      

Immigration from Western Europe was the bedrock of the founding of the American 

colonies. Western European immigrants constituted the most important source of labor, along 

with the African slaves, that permitted the development of the economy, and thus the 

maintenance of the English presence in the Americas. Western and Northern Europe did not 

cease to be the most important migrant-sending region after the U.S. independence. The 

influx of emigrants from those countries remained high in most of the nineteenth century. 

Immigrants came mainly from Ireland, Great Britain, Germany, France, Switzerland, 

Scandinavia, and the Netherlands. Certainly, the causes were different from one country to 

another, but they all shared the same objective: immigrate to Uncle Sam’s country. 
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Period 

 

Total 

number 

of 

immigrants 

Number from --- Per cent a from --- 

Europe. b  

Other 

specified 

countries. 

 

Countries 

not 

specified. 

Europe. b  

Other 

specified 

countries. 

Northern 

and 

Western. c 

Southern 

and 

Eastern. d 

 

Total. 

Northern 

and 

Western. 

c 

Southern 

and 

Eastern. 

d 

 

Total. 

1822-1830 151.824 103.119 3.389 106.508 11.983 33.333 87.0 2.9 89.9 10.1 

1831-1840 599.125 489.739 5.949 495.688 33.526 69.911 92.5 1.1 93.7 6.3 

1841-1850 1.713.251 1.592.062 5.439 1.597.501 62.606 53.144 95.9 .3 96.2 3.8 

1851-1860 2.593.214 2.431.36 21.324 2.452.660 116.385 29.169 94.6 .8 95.5 4.5 

1861-1870 2.314.824 2.031.642 33.630 2.065.272 231.583 17.969 88.5 1.5 89.9 10.1 

1871-1880 2.813.191 2.071.374 200.955 2.272.329 539.072 790 73.7 7.1 80.8 19.2 

1881-1890 5.246.613 3.779.315 959.951 4.739.266 506.558 789 72.0 18.3 90.3 9.7 

1891-1900 3.687.564 1.643.613 1.942.164 3.585.777 87.724 14.063 44.8 52.8 97.5 2.5 

1901-1910 8.795.386 1.910.700 6.302.709 8.213.409 548.454 33.523 21.8 71.9 93.7 6.3 

Total 27.918.992 16.052.900 9.475.510 25.258.410 2.137.891 252.691 58.0 34.2 92.3 7.7 
 

a   based on number reporting country of origin  

b   including Turkey in Asia 

c   Northern and Western Europe comprises Belgium, Denmark, France ‘including Corsica), German Empire, Netherlands, Norway, Sweden, Switzerland, United     Kingdom (England, Ireland, Scotland, and 
Wales), and United Kingdom  not specified.  

d   Southern and eastern Europe comprises Austria-Hungary, Bulgaria, Servia, Montenegro, Greece, Italy (including Sicily and Sardinia), Poland, Portugal (including Cape Verde and Azores Islands, Roumania, 

Russian Empire (including Finland), Spain (including Canary and Balearic Islands), Turkey in Europe and Turkey in Asia 

 

Table 2.3. Immigration to the United States from northern and western Europe, southern and eastern Europe, and other countries, 1820-

1910, by decade
54
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2.3.1.1. Migration of the Irish Paupers 

Ireland constituted a very important source of immigration to the United States during the 

nineteenth century. Millions of Irish left their country and found refuge in America. The 

following table shows the massive numbers that crossed the Atlantic Ocean searching for a new 

start far from their difficult conditions:     

Decade Number 

1820-1830 54.338 

1831-1840 207.654 

1841-1850 780.719 

1851-1860 914.119 

1861-1870 435.697 

1871-1880 436.871 

1881-1890 655.540 

1891-1900 388.416 

Total 19
th 

century 3.873.354 

1901_1910 339.065 

1911-1920 146.199 

1921-1930 220.564 

Total  4.579.182 

Table 2.4. Immigration to America from Ireland 1820-1930
55

 

It is noteworthy to state that immigration from Ireland was among the highest during the period. 

More than 45 million chose America as a destination. It is noticeable that the immigration from 

Ireland reached its peak during the decades 1841-1860 when it saw the arrival of almost one-

third (29.47%) of the total Irish immigrants  to the United States during the period 1820-1930. 

Irish immigration to the United States had been significant in the colonial times and 

remained high after the independence. One of the reasons that contributed in that mass migration 

was the population density and its consequences on the Irish economy. Most of the issues that 

the Irish faced during the mid-nineteenth century were the result of the spectacular increase of 

the populace. Ireland witnessed the highest rate of population increase among European 

countries in the period 1750-1800; According to Cohn, it grew by 108% from 2.4 million in 

1750 to reach 5.0-5.2 million five decades later, and continued its growth to reach 8.5 million in 
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1845.
56

 Given the fact that most of the Irish lived in rural areas, they did not have many choices 

other than working in the agricultural field, but the population growth resulted in less job 

opportunities with regard to agriculture because the lands could not absorb their big number. As 

finding a job was difficult in Ireland, the economic conditions were hard for a significant share 

of the population.       

Irish immigrants came mainly from four provinces; as showed in the first chapter, the 

Irish province Ulster was the origin of the big number of the colonial Scotch-Irish migrants who 

were primarily Protestant Presbyterians. They also came from Leinster, the rich province in 

Ireland, as well as from the poor provinces of Connacht, or Connaught, and Munster. Before 

1845, Ulster and Leinster dominated the Irish emigration to the United States, but after the Great 

Famine hit Ireland, the other two provinces became the main source of Irish emigrants because 

the poor regions were severely hit by the ravages of famine which persuaded a big number of 

starving people to seek refuge in the other coast of the Atlantic Ocean. 

Indeed, the starvation was behind a massive movement of people towards different 

countries, but we should not deny the fact that immigration from Ireland was high even before 

the period of famine. The United States was among the favorite destinations for the Irish due to 

some reasons. The people suffered as Ireland was an occupied land and under the British rule; 

there was political, religious, and social injustice among the population. In addition, the poor 

economic conditions of the country constituted a major element that shaped their decision of 

quitting their motherland. All those bad conditions created a sentiment of cynicism about the 

future of their country. They lost hope that their nation’s situation would improve and that their 

life would change to the better. They saw in America a haven in which they would change their 

conditions to the better.   

The period of famine came to intensify the bad conditions of the country and drive more 

people to leave their homeland. The roots of the Irish Great Famine (1845-1852), also called the 

Great Hunger or “an Gorta Mór” in Irish, go back to the first half of the nineteenth century when 

the Irish were living hard circumstances. As noted previously, they did not have jobs other than 

farming the lands which were owned by the British. The importance of Ireland to the British 

relied in the fact that it was a source of food and some other farming products, and, as stated by 

Ignatiev, “a market for the English manufacturers.”
57

 According to the laws of that period, the 

Irish were dispossessed of the lands that had always belonged to their families. Forbes mentioned 
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that the land belonged to the British, and the Irish were obliged to rent it from the British 

landlords,
58

 but because of the high rents, the Irish could rent only small tracts of land; Paulson 

emphasized that “by 1846, three-quarters of Irish farms were 20 acres (8 ha) or smaller, and half 

of these were less than 10 acres (4 ha) in size.”
59

 Consequently, the Irish were poor because they 

were unable to raise money due to the high expenses on the land rent. Most of the Irish people 

were living under the poverty line. They could barely afford modest life standards, food and 

shelter, for themselves and their families. 

The Irish had little choices to face such a complex situation. Providing food for their 

families was their major concern. Poverty grew rapidly with the deteriorating conditions of the 

Irish. In such miserable situation, they could not find a crop that would satisfy their hunger other 

than potatoes. The latter constituted a life buoy for the poor Irish who hoped it would save them 

from the dangers of famine. They were obsessed with the idea that they needed a safe production 

capable of providing them with sufficient food along the year given the fact that the Irish 

population was so dense at that period and satisfying their needs was of great importance. The 

importance of the potato crop came from the fact that it was cheap, easy to cultivate, and gave 

more produce than other crops, thus more food. It became the main crop of the country and 

farmers were encouraged to grow it at a large scale. As a consequence, a big part of the Irish 

population, mainly from poor provinces, relied on this crop and became dependent in their daily 

sustenance on potatoes. Moreover, they did not have any other food to rely on in case of a potato 

failure. According to Tagore, it is estimated that 60% of Irish food came from potatoes and 

almost 3.3 million people were relying exclusively on it.
60

 They managed to ward off the specter 

of famine for many years thanks to it, but in 1845 this same crop distressed the life of millions of 

poor people and caused ravages in Ireland. The crop that the Irish were relying on was hit by a 

deadly disease, the blight, which resulted in the damage of the potatoes in the land. Even the 

stored potatoes were destroyed because the methods of storing the food that existed at that time 

were traditional and vulnerable; they put the potatoes in large holes in the ground which made 

them an easy target of the disease. 

 Ironically, the origin of the blight was the United States, the country that received an 

enormous amount of the Irish immigrants a few years later. The disease hit the United States in 
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1843 and then reached Europe. The consequences of such failure of the potatoes were not as 

striking as in Ireland because both the Americans and the Europeans were not relying on only 

one crop as the Irish did. Before the latter could catch breath and hope for a better harvest the 

following year, the crops were also hit for two consecutive years, and the famine spread into the 

four corners of the country. The conditions got even poorer as the Irish farmers lost the lands 

because they were incapable of paying the rent, in addition unemployment grew and food 

became so expensive and scarce. The already bad situation of the Irish worsened as starvation 

was rampant. Paulson mentioned that 1 million Irish died because of starvation in the period 

between 1845 and 1850.
61

 Hopeless Irish did not have any other alternative left except escaping 

the horrors of extreme food shortage and joining the United States of America seeking better life 

conditions. Even though they knew that the sailing conditions were precarious, they accepted to 

move to the American shores inside what was called the “coffin ships.” This latter appellation 

comes from the fact that many of the Irish poor and starving emigrants died during the voyages 

because of the very bad traveling methods as they were travelling in overloaded ships and in 

inhuman conditions. 

Indeed, the main push-factors behind the Irish flood to the United States were economic, 

but religious reasons also fueled their desire to leave their country. Hatton and Williamson stated 

that the famine hit mostly the poor regions of Munster and Connacht which were of Catholic 

majority.
62

 They hoped to flee the unpleasant economic conditions ant at the same time settle in a 

place where they could worship the way they pleased. As it was impossible for them to emigrate 

to Protestant England or British Canada, as being the preferred destinations of their Protestant 

compatriots from the other two provinces Ulster and Leinster, they chose the United States for it 

was considered the land of economic opportunities and religious liberty. The Irish Catholics, 

who constituted the majority in Ireland, were enduring religious persecution. They were openly 

oppressed by the British authorities who practiced a religious oppression over the Irish Catholics 

to promote Protestantism in the country. They used the Penal Laws
63

 in order to diminish the 

influence of the Roman Catholic Church of Ireland on the Irish society. Ignatiev cited that the 

Catholics were oppressed to the extent that they 

Were not permitted to vote or serve in Parliament or hold public office … they 

were forbidden to practice law or hold a post in the military or civil service. 
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Catholics were forbidden to open or teach in a school, serve as private tutors, 

attend university, or educate their sons abroad. They were forbidden to take part 

in the manufacture or sale of arms, newspapers, or books, or possess or carry 

arms. 
64

  

The Irish were dispossessed of their liberty and rights through being prevented from improving 

politically, economically, and socially in the society. Furthermore, the British racial practices 

went on to deprive the Catholics of their lands because of their religious affiliation. By 1750, 

Catholics possessed only 7% of the Irish land.
65

 This had a negative impact on the economics of 

the Irish population because, as previously mentioned, they were obliged to pay high rents to the 

British landlords in order to be able to grow it. In addition to the religious persecution that drove 

the Irish to practice their faith far from the eyes of the Protestant Church, the discriminatory 

measures taken by the British had severe consequences on the social life the Irish. They were 

poor and could barely afford food for their families and children. They suffered from 

unemployment, low wages, and poor housing. Poverty was widespread among the population.  

 Chief among the factors that pushed the Irish towards leaving their country and sail 

across the ocean were serious economic troubles. The latter coupled with religious oppression 

and deteriorated social circumstances resulted in massive emigration from Ireland towards the 

United States. The numbers express clearly the situation; more than 260.000 Irish immigrated to 

the United States in the period 1820-1840. They constituted the largest source of immigration to 

the country. The following decades saw the Irish remaining the dominant group and broke all 

records; during the eight years that followed of the Great Famine (1846-1854), 1.239.000 

immigrants left Ireland and joined America which constituted almost 76% of all immigrants 

from the British Isles and 45% of the total European immigration in the same period. As 

explained by Cohn, in the period 1820 to 1860, Ireland dominated the source countries of 

immigration and constituted 71% of the total immigrants from the British Isles and 40% of 

European immigrants with the total of 1.957.000 migrants.
66

  

 The massive migration of Irish people towards the United States had its significant 

impact on the Irish population right after the famine period. According to the 1841 census, the 

Irish accounted for 6.528.799 inhabitants. That was four years before the starvation period which 

hit Ireland and caused the death of a big number. The population dropped to 5.111.557 ten years 

later in the 1851 census. The 1861 census witnessed another drop and saw the Irish totaling 

4.402.111. In twenty years, Ireland lost more than 2.1 million people, almost one-third of the 

1841 population, due to famine, diseases, and emigration. What is noticeable in that fall is the 
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four provinces’ proportions which are far to be equal. The following table gives a glimpse about 

the population decrease in the Irish provinces: 

 

Provinces 

 

1841 Census 

 

1861 Census 

Population 

loss 

Percentage of 

population loss 

Share of the 

total loss 

Leinster 1.973.7 1.457.6 516.1 26.1% 24.3% 

Munster 2.396.2 1.513.6 882.6 37.2% 41.5% 

Connacht 1.418.9 913.1 505.8 35.6% 23.8% 

Ulster 740.0 517.8 222.2 30% 10.4% 

Total  6.528.8 4.402.1 2.126.7 32.5% 100% 

Table 2.5. Population by Province in 1841 and 1861 (in thousands)
67

 

The data show that the two poor provinces of Munster and Connacht surpassed the other 

provinces with more than one third drop of their population. Both provinces lost almost 1.4 

million people in two decades compared with a little more than 700.000 from Leinster and 

Ulster. Furthermore, as a proportion of the total loss, Munster and Connacht’s population 

decrease comprised almost two-thirds of the total population loss which can only show how 

serious the impact of the period was on the demographics of the two aforementioned provinces 

in particular, and on the whole Ireland in general.    

 

2.3.1.2. Huddled Masses from Germany 

Before discussing the reasons behind the German immigration to the United States, I 

have to emphasize on the fact that Germany was unified on January 18, 1871. Prior to this date, 

there were many independent German-speaking states that formed the German Confederation 

(1815-1866), then the North German Confederation that lasted only four years (1866-1870), and 

later they were unified and formed the German Empire that fought World War I (1914-1918). In 

this work, I would refer to the nineteenth century Germany as one entity in order to avoid what I 

consider as useless details and ambiguity.    

Again, the economic reasons were the main factor that pushed millions of Germans to 

leave their lives behind their backs and head towards the United States of America. 

Unsurprisingly, the Napoleonic wars (1803-1815) aftermath was disastrous for many European 

nations’ economies. The treasuries were empty as the war expenses were very high. Economic 

crises spread among the participating countries. Obviously, Germany’s economy, as being one of 
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the protagonist countries, suffered a lot after the end of the Wars. The latter cost the country 

huge sums of money and made it indebted. The repercussions of such downturn on its population 

were also intense; their economic situation was affected negatively which resulted, in addition to 

other economic factors, in the exodus of a significant number of Germans to other countries, 

notably the United States.  

German artisans constituted one of the categories of people who underwent hard 

economic times which resulted in their expatriation outside their country. They were the 

outcome of the industrialization of the Old Continent. Their suffering began once the war with 

France ended, when Germany started importing items manufactured in British industrial 

factories which were sold at lower prices compared with the ones made manually by German 

craftsperson. The people stopped buying artisans’ products because the latter could not compete 

in terms of cost with the British ones. The economic crisis they faced drove them to early 

retirement and became almost jobless. As a last resort, they forcibly chose to move to the United 

States for better economic opportunities. Kile pointed out that the unequal economic competition 

with “the newly introduced factory system caused the first great wave of emigration between 

1830 and 1840.”
68

 

The peasants were among the categories of Germans that left the country because of land 

scarcity. Land constituted a very important element that characterized the German family and 

was a source of their dignity. They inherited that from their ancestors who regarded the land as 

being sacred and that it was their duty to maintain and protect it. By the first half of the 

nineteenth century, Tagore claimed that due to population density, the land became so expensive 

and so difficult to obtain.
69

 This was the result of the rule of partible inheritance of land in many 

German regions; in south Germany, land was inherited equally between the family heirs after the 

death of the owner. Through time, when the population increased, the areas of land became small 

and not sufficient to support the German families relying on agriculture. Because of those hard 

economic circumstances, some peasants did not have a choice other than to sell their lands and 

immigrate to other countries like the United States which was a popular destination at that time. 

Those who remained in their lands subsisted on growing some crops; among the main crops was 

the potato produce. Though it was not the only source of food but it constituted a major portion 

to satisfy the increasing population of the period.     
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Among the economic complications that the Germans faced and were a push factor 

towards emigration was the agricultural problem. The small lands that they owned were not 

beneficial financially which impacted on their discouraging situation. The bad conditions of their 

country coupled with their poverty and high food prices made the Germans think seriously about 

escaping their land towards other countries. As shown previously, not a big number of them 

decided to leave the country, still there were many who believed that the situation would change 

to the better. Unfortunately, all German hopes of improvement were put down by 1846 when the 

potato blight hit their crops. Although the consequences were not as disastrous as in Ireland since 

Germany did not make of potatoes their principle source of food, but it came to shake Germans’ 

optimism for a better future. They were aware of the ravages that the disease caused in Ireland 

and were skeptical about whether famine would strike their doors and take the lives of a big 

number of them. The event had a psychological impact on them as the food stocks diminished. In 

addition, the country’s economic conditions were not very promising; there was an economic 

downturn which made the people suffer. The impact of the dramatic decrease in economic 

resources on the German overpopulated society created low income category of people with 

unsatisfactory economic needs. They decided to flee their homeland for better life conditions 

elsewhere. Moreover, according to Dale McLemore, there was a widespread rumor in Germany 

that the United States was planning to restrict immigration to its shores.
70

 The desperate 

Germans desiring to flee their country before the situation got out of their hands, feared that they 

would miss the chance to join the United States and get stuck in Germany decided to migrate in 

huge numbers.   

Political oppression was one of the causes that triggered the migration of many Germans 

to the United States. In 1848, hoping to unify the German states and as a reaction to the bad 

economic situation of the people, some Germans asked the governments of the not-yet-unified 

Germany for economic reforms to improve people’s bad economic conditions. Unfortunately for 

the few thousands, who were highly educated and from an upper social rank, their movement 

was smashed by the rulers. The German revolutions failed to achieve its goals. Moeller believes 

that “their essential aims, national unity and a free constitution, the self-administration of 

society, and an end to the social question were not realized.”
71

 McLemore added that they did 

not have a solution except fleeing Germany.
72

 This group of Germans revolutionists is known in 
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history as ‘Forty-Eighters’ who revolted against the rulers but when they failed, they feared 

death so they escaped to America. It is very important to note that before 1848, the German 

governments put many obstacles to the Germans desiring to leave the country, but after the 

revolutions they reduced the administrative restraints because, according to Maldwyn, they 

believed that the emigration of large numbers would ward off new uprisings.
73

     

If Ireland clearly dominated total European migration to the United States by 1840 with 

47% followed with Germany with more than one-third, the latter displaced the former in 1854 as 

the major immigrant supplier. That year witnessed 50% of the total immigrants to America 

coming from Germany
74

. Additionally, Maha stated that German immigration kept its rank 

throughout the remainder of the first big wave of the nineteenth century.
75

 He added that unlike 

the Irish immigrants who were poor and diminished, “most of the Germans were political 

refugees, scholars, intellectuals, some of them wealthy and eager to later invest their money in 

the cheap lands of the Western US states.”
76

 The following table gives an insight of the evolution 

of the German immigration to the United States throughout the nineteenth century and the first 

two decades of the twentieth:  

Years Number 

1820-1830 7.729 

1831-1840 152.454 

1841-1850 434.626 

1851-1860 951.667 

1861-1870 787.468 

1871-1880 718.182 

1881-1890 1.452.970 

1891-1900 505.152 

Total 19
th

 century 5.010.248 

1901-1910 341.498 

1911-1920 143.945 

Total period 5.495.691 

Table 2.6. German Immigration to the United States 1820-1920
77
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Firstly, it is noted the huge number of the German Immigrants in the nineteenth century 

which reached more than five million. A number that put Germany on top of the immigrant 

countries to the United States in the same period. The decade 1841 to 1850 marked the beginning 

of the German mass migration with more than 400.000. the next six decades saw the most 

important influx; the figures exceeded at least half a million a decade reaching the peak of 

almost 1.5 million in 1881-1890. The same decade witnessed the largest number of German 

immigrants for one year; 1882 marked the peak year with a little more than 250.000 departures.
78

 

After the end of the century, the figures went back to normalcy; as shown in the previous table, 

the numbers started to decrease and Germany stopped being a major source of immigration to the 

United States.      

2.3.1.3. More Influx from Britain  

 

As noted in chapter one, the British immigrants constituted the most important source of 

immigrant labor. In the 1790 census that the newly independent United States made, the British 

constituted 79.8% of the total white population of the country.
79

 This proportion did not take into 

consideration the population of Irish origins, which was estimated at 5.8% according to the same 

census, due to the fact that the latter was dealt with separately in this chapter. Even in historical 

statistics, Irish immigrants are not grouped with those from Great Britain especially before 1853; 

the immigration data on the United Kingdom did not only include the Irish, but it did not even 

separate between England, Scotland, and Wales. They were placed under one group because 

little information was available in the U.S. passenger lists as the immigrants from Great Britain 

were not registered accurately while arriving at American shores, as emphasized by Cohn.
80

 

They were registered as either British or English only in most of the time.
81

 Besides, historians 

found it difficult to have exact figures of the three countries due to the lack of information both 

in the U.S. and British official statistics. Consequently, the focus is on immigration from Great 

Britain as one group in most of this part of the work.   

Again, the economic conditions determined the attitude of the Europeans towards leaving 

their homes and immigrating to the United States. The Industrial Revolution that started in 

Britain in 1760’s generated in the following decades disastrous outcomes for some categories of 
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the society as machines and new manufacturing processes replaced the ordinary hand-based 

production. This transition in production techniques had a negative impact on handicrafts 

persons who became practically jobless because they were unable to compete with the products 

of the factories. In the hope of reducing the impact of the economic change on the artisans, the 

British authorities reacted by repealing the laws prohibiting their emigration in 1825.
82

 They 

were not economically needed, so they were let unbound to leave the country and emigrate.  In 

Great Britain, many artisans left their homes and joined the towns searching for jobs in factories, 

but most of them chose to move and settle permanently in the United States. They did not accept 

to stay in their homeland to the detriment of changing their economic activity. They were 

repudiated and became a burden; their role in the British economy became not important as the 

country turned to industrialized economy based on heavy industries after they were part of an 

economic policy that relied on their skills.   

The farmers and low skilled workers constituted the largest proportion of the British 

immigrants to America. A succession of events was behind their exodus in substantial numbers.  

In the first half of the nineteenth century, the farmers were victims of economic difficulties. The 

Napoleonic Wars not only had a negative impact on the political scene of Britain, but it also 

affected the prices of agricultural products. The prices fell after the wars and the whole sector 

was seriously depressed. The economy of Great Britain suffered in the war aftermath. Though 

the depression lasted less than a decade but, as Snow concluded, its aftereffects on the farmers 

were sufficient to crystallize their decision of leaving to the USA and Canada.
83

    

Another factor persuaded the British farmers to opt for immigrating outside their country 

and fleeing their deteriorating economic situation. One of the outcomes of the changing 

agricultural methods of that period was the rise of the enclosure movement. The latter was a 

process by which small lands were enclosed and transformed to large fields owned by 

individuals.
84

 In England and Wales, the tendency was the conversion of the arable land into 

pastures. The farmers who owned small tracts of land were not able to compete with big 

landowners. They lost their lands and found themselves jobless which generated their departure 

to other countries, mainly the United States. Similarly, in Scotland the conditions were not 

better; the transformation of the lands into permanent grass lands resulted in the loss of jobs 

among the local farmers as the new industry required less workers and especially skilled ones. 
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The population growth was another major cause that led to the migration of an important 

number of British people. As stated earlier, many European countries witnessed a rise in their 

censuses. England was no exception; population density marked England at the turn of the 

nineteenth century. English demographics boomed to record rates. The following table shows the 

evolution of the English population during the period 1801 to 1871: 

 

 

Years 

 

Census 

 

Difference 

Percentage 

of Increase 

1801 8.32 / / 

1811 9.49 1.17 14% 

1821 11.20 1.71 18% 

1831 13.01 1.81 16% 

1841 14.87 1.86 14% 

1851 16.81 1.94 13% 

1861 18.83 2.02 12% 

1871 21.37 2.54 13.5% 

1801-1871 13.05 156%  

Table 2.7. The population of England in 1801-1871(in millions)
85

 

The data on the table expose the rapid growth of the English society in that period. The 

population kept a steady increase since the first decade of the century when England accounted 

8.3 million inhabitants to reach by 1871 more than 21.3 million people. In other words, the 

population was so dense that in seven decades, the English population increased by more than 13 

million which is equivalent to 156% growth since 1801. The government reacted to that growing 

density by abolishing any control on immigration by 1827.
86

 The population growth affected the 

economic and social conditions of the people; because of the rise of the population, the economic 

opportunities were little. People were free to leave the country and their emigration was 

somehow welcomed due to the fact that they would relieve the distressful conditions of the 

country. In 1820, a Select Committee of Parliament charged of finding solutions to the issues of 

the society reported that the key laid in “reducing the surplus population, and expressed its 

opinion that emigration afforded a far more satisfactory remedy for existing unemployment than 
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any temporary measures which could be adopted. It further advised the Government to make 

grants to assist emigration.” The doors were wide open for the British desiring to leave the 

country for it would solve the issues of overpopulation, unemployment, and pauperism.  

 Furthermore, the country’s overpopulation increased the burden of relief directed to the 

poor people under the English poor Laws. The latter was a system established to support the 

diminished and poor people, the paupers. The voices calling for the reduction of the growing bill 

administered for the poor relief were so loud that the Laws were amended.  In 1834, the Poor 

Law Amendment Act was passed in England and Wales, and later in 1845 the same legislation 

was issued in Scotland. That political decision impacted on the economic and social status of the 

British since the new act reduced the relief for some categories of the population. Frazer stated 

that the legislation “reduced poor rates. In the ten years following 1834 poor rates nationally fell 

to between £4.5 million and £5 million per annum, and for the twenty years after that 

expenditure fluctuated between £5 million and £6 million.”
87

  It offered the assistance to 

deprived people who were to be served in Workhouses only. These places were intended to offer 

lodging and occupation for the needy. The outdoor relief was no more afforded, which meant the 

exclusion of a number of British people who in addition to other factors, listed below, chose to 

immigrate for better conditions as they saw their economics fall down. 

Overpopulation also affected the skilled workers in the industrial field. The first half of 

the nineteenth century witnessed the rise of industrial laborers in the country, as an outcome of 

the growth of the population, which created abundance of workers in some industrial sectors. 

Many workers lost their jobs and others saw their earnings reduced. Additionally, the early 

1840’s was a period of economic recession which resulted in the rise of unemployment among 

the British. Consequently, an important group of skillful workers joined the United States 

searching for a new start and better economic opportunities. 

The immigration statistics show immigration from Great Britain to the United States 

during the nineteenth was relatively significant. The British numbers were not as large as the 

German or the Irish, but constituted the third major source of immigration in the period 1820-

1900. The following table gives more details about the British Immigration:    
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Years Numbers 

1820-30 27.489 

1831-40 75.810 

1841-50 267.044 

1851-60 423.929 

1861-70 607.076 

1871-80 548.043 

1881-90 807.357 

1891-1900 271.538 

Total 19
th

 century 3.028.286 

1901-10 525.950 

1911-20 341.408 

Total period 3.895.644 

Table 2.8. British immigration to the United States 1820-1920
88

 

The data on the table show that the numbers were not high until 1840; the two decades witnessed 

the flow of a little more than 100.000 only. The following decade saw their number grow to 

reach more than a quarter-million immigrants. The 1840’s marked the beginning of a period of 

higher numbers; from 1850 to 1890, more than 2.3 million British immigrants joined the United 

States. The decade 1881-1890 was the highest in terms of British influx with more than 800.000 

newcomers, and 1888 was the peak year with more than 108.000 immigrants. After that period, 

the numbers remained relatively high but were insignificant compared with those of other groups 

from Eastern and Southern Europe. In sum, England, Scotland, and Wales constituted the third 

largest source of immigration after Germany and Ireland in the nineteenth century. While 

Germany and Ireland made 26.4% and 20.2% respectively of the total immigration to the United 

States during the century, Great Britain shared 15.8% of the overall immigration with more than 

3 million persons. 

2.3.1.4. Other Immigrants from Western Europe 

The first big wave of immigration that came after the independence witnessed the arrival 

of a number of people from other Northern and Western European countries. They were not 

numerically as important as the Germans, Irish, or the British but they constituted an additional 

reinforcement to the status of immigrants from that part of Europe as being the major source of 
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newcomers to the United States in most of the nineteenth century. The reasons driving them to 

the Americas were almost the same as the other groups, with economic reasons being the central 

cause of their departure. The Scandinavian immigrants succeeded to rank fourth after the 

aforementioned countries as the major source countries in the first stream with more than a 

million immigrants, whereas other countries, like France or Holland, sent very low numbers. 

Scandinavian immigration would not have been possible without the lifting of the 

restrictive measure on immigration that had been imposed in the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries. Like other European countries, the three Scandinavian countries, Sweden, Norway, 

and Denmark, did not allow their citizens to leave the country as part of a policy that considered 

their presence as a national strength. It was not until the second half of the nineteenth century 

that the three countries appealed their restraining laws. They followed the European trend of 

leaving the door open for those wishing to settle elsewhere because their immigration would 

solve the issues of overpopulation, unemployment, and the impacts of the industrialization of the 

economy on the farm laborers and handicraftsmen who were attracted to the cities but could not 

be absorbed by the factories.
89

 Norway led the movement by repealing its laws in 1863, It was 

followed by Sweden in 1864 and then by Denmark later in 1868.
90

 The numbers, as shown in the 

following table, express clearly the low influx of Scandinavian immigrants to the United States 

before 1860’s, and how their flow began to be significant after changing their immigration 

policy: 

Years Scandinavia 

1821-30 260 

1831-40 2264 

1841-50 14442 

1851-60 24680 

1861-70 126392 

1871-80 243016 

1881-90 656494 

1891-1900 371512 

Total 19th century 1.439.060 

1901-10 505324 

1911-20 203452 

Total period 2.147.836 

Table 2.9. Scandinavian Immigration to the United States 1821-1920
91
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The table gives an insight about the shift in policy and its impact on the number of arrivals to the 

United States. Scandinavia began to become a relatively important source country of 

immigration in 1861-1870 when the numbers increased four times compared with the previous 

decade. That was essentially because the U.S. economy started to recover after the end of the 

American Civil War. The following decades saw the highest figures; the influx of Scandinavian 

immigrants kept growing till it reached its peak of more than 650.000 newcomers in 1880’s. The 

progress was rapid that in only three decades (1861-1890), Scandinavia sent more than a million 

immigrants. The following table shows the impressive proportions of such increase:    

Years Percentage of growth (a) 

1851-60 70.8% 

1861-70 412% 

1871-80 92.1% 

1881-90 170% 

(a) Percentage  of growth in comparison with the previous decade 

Table 2.10. Growth of Scandinavian immigration to the United States 1851-1890 

 

By comparison, although the Scandinavian average number of immigrants per decade was high 

(214.545), but it did not reach that of the British (389.564), the Irish (435.861), or the German 

(549.569) in the period 1820 to 1920. It is worthy to note that the Swedish dominated the 

Scandinavian figures with almost 60% of the total number of immigrants from the region, 

followed by Norway with 30%, and Denmark with only 10%.
92

 The push factors that generated 

the Scandinavian immigration to the United States varied from one country to another, but the 

economic reasons prevailed. 

 Sweden was the major Scandinavian source of immigration to America. Although most 

Swedish immigrants left because of economic motives, religious persecution chased a group of 

them out of their country. The latter had conflicting beliefs with the established and powerful 

Lutheran Church in Sweden. Having no power to defend their religious convictions, they were 

pushed to America in the hope of worshipping the way they pleased. However, the rapid 

demographic growth in the country impacted negatively the social and economic conditions of 

the people; just like in Germany, overpopulation created small landowners because of the system 

of partible inheritance. Land was unable to absorb the growing number of people in rural areas 

which resulted in increasing unemployment rates and lower wages. The degrading situation 

persuaded many Swedes to move to cities searching for jobs in the factories, but the majority 
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chose to leave to the United States for better economic opportunities. Besides, bad weather 

conditions caused the failure of many crops and resulted in three years of starvation from 1866 to 

1869, which was a good reason for 60.000 people to leave the country.
93

 The United States was 

home for 98% of Swedish immigrants from 1868 to 1914.
94

 

 Immigration from Norway did not differ much from that from Sweden. Some 

Norwegians were not content with the religious conditions of their country. The Quakers were 

the main religious group; they were in discord with the dominating church. In fact, no religious 

diversity was allowed in European countries in that period and it was behind the religious exile 

of a number of Europeans. Norway was no exception as the groups that were religiously bigoted 

decided to leave and look for another place where there was room for them to practice their faith 

freely. Most of nineteenth century immigrants left Norway because of little economic 

opportunities. Like Sweden, Norway suffered from the same effects of population density; the 

land division resulted in landowners with small tracts of land unable to support their families. 

Most of the freeholders did not accept the reduction of their economic status and decided to 

escape their degrading conditions. 96% of those who left the country chose the United States as a 

destination.
95

   

 Denmark was the Scandinavian country that sent fewer immigrants to the United States. 

The very low figures compared with the neighbors raise an intriguing issue over the reasons. 

Although there is little information about the matter, Kristian Hvidt suggested that Denmark was 

not having the same economic difficulties that fueled Swedish and Norwegian exodus, and went 

on to state that the Danish were having better economic conditions that the people were not in 

need of immigration to improve their economics. Despite the fact that their number was small, 

but 89% of the 285.000 all-destinations Danish immigrants chose to settle permanently in the 

United States.
96

       

 Denmark was not the sole Western European country not to have bad economic 

conditions that drove its people to immigrate to the United States; France also did not contribute 

with large numbers due to the fact that there was not strong economic motive that pushed the 

French towards the Americas like in Germany, Ireland, and Great Britain. The French did not 

leave their homeland because they were optimistic with the outcomes of the revolution they had 
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made and they expected promising and equal opportunities after getting rid of the monarchy. The 

hopes for better life standards at home far from the American Dream remained alive among the 

population. The numbers of French immigration to the United States are expressed in the 

following table:       

Years France 

1821-30 8.497 

1831-40 45.575 

1841-50 77.262 

1851-60 76.358 

1861-70 35.986 

1871-80 72.206 

1881-90 50.464 

1891-1900 30.770 

Total 19th century 397.118 

1901-10 73.379 

1911-20 61.897 

Total period 532.394 

Table2.11. French Immigration to the United States 1821-1920
97

 

As it can be seen in the table, the number of French immigrants to the United States was 

insignificant. In addition, Cohn stated that the French immigrants came mainly from the areas 

bordering Germany and they were affected by the same economic conditions that influenced the 

Germans.
98

 

Holland was among the sending countries of immigration but their numbers was not 

important. Their main reason for quitting their country was the economic difficulties resulting 

from weak economics combined with bad crops; the Netherlands was also struck by the potato 

failure of 1845 and 1846 which accelerated the process of emigration for some categories. In 

addition, internal religious issues led to the persecution of some religious groups who did not 

accept to live in oppressing religious conditions. As their predecessors in the previous centuries, 

they chose America as a religious haven to worship the way they please. In sum, the Dutch 
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immigration was the outcome of a combination of economic and religious circumstances that 

determined their action to leave their country.  

 

2.3.2. They Come from the Other Side of the Continent: Eastern and 

Southern European Immigrants  

By the last decades of the nineteenth century, the main source countries of immigration 

changed. There was a rise of Eastern and Southern European movement to the United States. The 

new stream of immigration was spectacular; in very few decades, the new immigrants’ numbers 

surpassed those from Northern and Western Europe. The newcomers came mainly from Italy, 

Austria-Hungary, and the Russian Empire. Though the reasons that pushed them to leave their 

countries and join the United States were to some extent close to those of Western Europeans, 

but their characteristics were far to be similar. Many of them were less educated, low skilled, not 

eager to settle permanently in America, and had higher proportions of males than females.   

2.3.2.1. Italian Contadini
99

 

As noted earlier, Northern and Western Europeans dominated most of the nineteenth 

century; the United States saw the influx of nearly 9.2 million immigrants from that region 

against 2.8 million newcomers from other parts of Europe up to 1900. Immigrants from what had 

been dubbed the “old countries of immigration” were incontestably higher than any other 

origins, but by the end of the century, a shift in the source countries of immigration from Europe 

was noted. While there was a relative slowdown in the Western and Northern European 

immigration, the movement of people from Eastern and Southern Europe rose in a rapid way. 

Immigrants coming from those parts of Europe quickly displaced their European predecessors as 

the main source of labor for American economy. The new wave of immigrants (1890-1930) 

exceeded all previous numbers; in four decades, the United States received millions of 

immigrants from those regions. A big part of that number was dominated by the Italians, Austro-

Hungarians, Russians, and Jews. 

Before dealing with the Italian immigration to the United States, it is important to say that 

the country had been divided for centuries and got united to form the Kingdom of Italy through 

what is known as the Italian Unification (1815-1871). The Italians were fighting for 

independence and for bringing the different independent Italian States under one united 

kingdom. It was not until Rome was finally annexed in 1871 and became the capital of the 
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kingdom that the Unification was achieved and Italy was officially ruled by one government. 

The new government’s measures made the lives of the Italian peasants more difficult by 

imposing taxes and requiring young men to do the military service.
100

 In the same period, the 

Italian Southern farmers, who were relying on agriculture, received another violent blow; the 

prices of certain products fell, like wheat, as there was an economic competition in Europe. The 

production was abundant which affected the prices negatively. In addition the bad conditions 

which resulted in poor crops worsened the situation of the already poor and suffering Italians.  

There were mere economic differences between south and north Italy. What characterized 

the Southern Italians was the fact that they were not skilled workers and with very low or even 

no education which affected their economic situation. Whereas the Northerners had better 

educational attainment and improved social and economic conditions. The Italian Unification did 

only amplify the economic and political difficulties of the south; the new government, dominated 

by the Northern Italians who were rich, did not initiate any policy to help the South. The 

Southerners were pushed by their economic situation to leave their country and join another 

place where they could improve their economics. The United States was their major destination 

for it was conceived by many Europeans as the land of economic opportunities.      

Italy constituted the major sending country of immigrants to the United States during the 

end of the nineteenth century and the first two decades of the twentieth. What characterized the 

Italians was their regional origin; most of them came from the poor south of Italy that was 

known for its weak economic opportunities outside agriculture. They were small unskilled 

peasants who worked only in farming. Very poor possibilities were offered to them in other 

sectors outside farming because of the rural specificity of the region and the absence of any 

industrial form which required their economy to rely only on agriculture.  The economic reasons 

were determinant in shaping the behavior of the Italians towards leaving their country and 

settling in the United States. They left their homes and families in the hope of improving their 

economic conditions and, thus the worsening conditions of their families back in Italy. They 

were very poor and unable to afford a decent life for themselves and their relatives.  

Italy, mainly the south, was characterized by poverty and hard economic conditions. Like 

other European countries, population density had its negative impact on the population in the 

sense that it created more competition on in the labor force because of the lack of work. In 

addition, similar forces that drove the Irish to leave their country were among the reasons behind 

the Italian exodus; the Italian rich landlords owned most of the lands and imposed high rents on 
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the Italian farmers which resulted in higher unemployment rates and lower salaries. Even those 

who owned their lands had very small tracts that could not support their families. The reason 

behind that was the system of partible inheritance which resulted in the division of Italian lands 

into insignificant tracts with poor production. The absence of the new industrial techniques in 

agriculture aggravated the situation as the Italians were still relying on outdated cultivation 

systems that were unable to sustain a growing need to feed the dense population. The 

Southerners’ economy was centered on fragile agriculture that could barely afford food for the 

population, but which was also subject to easy collapse in case of any economic downturns.     

Italy had been an important source of immigration to the Americas before 1890’s. Italy 

sent a big number of people to South America, mainly Brazil and Argentina; up to 1900, it is 

estimated that two out of three Italians who immigrated outside Italy did not choose the United 

States.
101

 The overwhelming majority of the immigrants came from the northern and central 

Italian states. As the conditions were not so bad, the Southerners did not migrate in important 

numbers. By the 1880’s when the economic conditions of the region worsened, they were 

prepared to leave the country; the best destinations that were available for them were either the 

United States or the South American countries. They tended to choose Brazil or Argentina for 

there had already been an established and prosperous Italian community which would facilitate 

their economic and social assimilation. Two important events made of Brazil and Argentina 

undesirable destinations in the late eighties; firstly, a yellow fever, a great epidemic disease, 

emerged in Brazil and killed thousands of people among them 9.000 Italian victims which led 

the Italian government to temporarily prohibit Italian immigration to Brazil.
102

 Second, 

Argentina went through bad economic conditions as a result of financial and political issues that 

hit the country which affected the economic opportunities offered to Italian immigrants. The 

events influenced the destination of the big number of Italians who chose the United States as a 

destination that could provide them with better economic opportunities far from the economic 

and social issues in Latin America. The overwhelming majority of post-1890’s Italian 

immigrants to the United States came from the southern regions. They were forced to leave their 

country against their will because of the hard economic conditions their region was facing in the 

late 1880’s.     

By the end of 1880’s, the Southern Italians faced economic hard times. As noted earlier, 

the economy of the south was so fragile that when the United States, who had witnessed a “rapid 
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increase in subtropical fruit production in Florida and California,”
103

 s<topped importing Italian 

lemon and oranges along with France imposing high tariffs on Italian wine
104

 to protect and 

improve its local production, their economy suffered and the implications were heavy. They lost 

The people started escaping the bad conditions generated from the deteriorating economy, and 

looked forward to improving their situation in the United States. The Italians initiated a very 

large wave of immigration that lasted only three decades, but the numbers were spectacular. The 

following table gives an idea about the Italian immigration from 1820 to 1920: 

 

Years Total immigration 

to USA 

Italian 

immigration 

Proportion 

1820-30 151.824 439 0.28% 

1831-40 599.125 2.253 0.37% 

1841-50 1.713.251 1.870 0.1% 

1851-60 2.598.214 9.231 0.35% 

1861-70 2.314.824 11.725 0.50% 

1871-80 2.812.191 55.759 1.98% 

1881-90 5.246.613 307.309 5.85% 

Total 

1820-90 

 

15.436.042 

 

388.586 

 

2.51% 

1891-00 3.687.564 651.893 17.67% 

1901-1910 8.795.386 2.045.877 23.26% 

1911-1920 5.735.811 1.109.524 19.34% 

Total 

1891-1920 

 

18.218.761 

 

3.807.294 

 

20.89% 

Table 2.12. Italian immigration vis-à-vis overall immigration to the United States 1820-1920
105

 

As shown on the table, the first decades of the nineteenth century witnessed the arrival of a very 

small number of Italian immigrants to the United States. The low numbers remained for most of 

the century. The proportion of Italian immigration did not exceed 0.5% of the total newcomers 

before 1870. A slight increase occurred in the following decade (1871-1880) in which more than 

55.000 immigrants joined the country. The decade 1881-1890 constituted another period of 
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growth with a number of arrivals surpassing a historical bar of 300.000. The three decades that 

followed (1890-1920) witnessed a spectacular increase in the Italian immigration which took a 

completely different shape; 3.8 million Italians crossed the Atlantic Ocean and settled in the 

United States which constituted the largest wave of the second European stream.
106

 The high 

rates of immigration can be seen in the increase of the Italian proportion where Italy comprised 

one-fifth of the overall immigration in 1890- 1920 compared with only 2.5% in the period from 

1820 to 1890. The decade 1901-1910 saw the arrival of a record number of Italian immigrants 

which surpassed 2 million newcomers, in other words an average of 200.000 a year. That was the 

peak decade. The same period witnessed the second highest number of immigrants in one year, 

after the Austro-Hungarians, among the first and second waves of immigration from Europe with 

285.731in 1907. Even though the next decade witnessed the outbreak of the WWI (1914-1918) 

which affected immigration to the United States, the Italians exceeded the other source countries 

and counted 1.1 million newcomers.   

 Immigration from Italy was unprecedented not only because of its high rates, but also 

because of the specificity of the newcomers themselves. Unlike the Germans or Irish who 

dominated the Western European immigration in most of the nineteenth century, the Italians 

succeeded to reach high numbers in a short period of time. Furthermore, some characteristics 

made of them unique in the history of immigration to the United States. First, the proportion of 

male immigrants was clearly higher than that of females. The following table gives a comparison 

between the largest groups of immigrants about the proportions of males/females in the period 

from 1899 to 1910: 
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Race or 

people 

Total 

immigrants 
Number Per cent 

Male Female Male Female 

German 754.375 448.054 306.321 59.4 40.6 

Irish 439.724 210.686 229.038 47.9 52.1 

English 408.614 251.421 157.193 61.5 38.5 

Scandinavian 586.306 362.467 223.839 61.8 38.2 

Italian, North 372.668 291.877 80.791 78.3 21.7 

Italian, South 1.911.933 1.502.968 408.964 78.6 21.4 
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Table 2.13. Immigration to the United States by sex and race or people, 1899-1910
107

 

 

The data show that the Southern Italians were five times more numerous than those from the 

north. It also highlights the fact that the Italian immigration to the United States was dominated 

by men with more than 78%. This proportion exceeded those of the other major European 

immigrant like the German, the Irish, the English, and the Scandinavian. It is important to say 

that the Italians coming either from the South or North shared almost the same percentage. The 

high proportion of men raises a debate over the reasons of their choice. The answer to this issue 

leads us to the second characteristic that makes of the Italian immigrants different; the Italians 

did not bring their women and families with them because they “did not intend to remain in 

America…they wished to make their fortunes and return with honor to the homeland.”
108

 They 

were forced to leave their country because of the bad economic situation, but planned to make of 

their trip to the U.S. a means by which they could gather money, become rich, and comeback to 

their country when the conditions improve. Indeed, the number of Italians left the United States 

and joined Italy was very important. The following table explains this fact: 

Immigrants 

admitted 

Emigrants 

departed 

Number departed 

for every 100 

admitted 

Italian, North 80.630 49.596 62 

Italian, South 468.468 259.381 55 

Total Italy 549.098 308.977 56 

Table 2.14. Italian immigrants admitted, departed, and number departed for every 100 

admitted, 1908-1910
109

 

In the period 1908-1910, more than half of the Italian immigrants admitted to the United States 

returned to Italy. They were known for being the “birds of passage”
110

 who settled in America 

for a given period of time, but not permanently. Not all Italians who sailed to the United States 

returned to their homeland, but compared with other large immigrant groups, the Italians 

constituted the most important group which witnessed large numbers sailing back to Italy for 

pure economic reasons. 
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 The third characteristic that adds to the uniqueness of the Italians is their educational 

level and their skills in the labor force. As noted earlier, the majority of the Italians of the second 

European big wave of immigration to the United States came from the poor south where they did 

not have work opportunities outside agriculture. They were not well educated; they were among 

the groups with the highest rates of illiteracy. Almost 54 of every 100 Southern Italian 

immigrants to the United States who were 14 or above could neither read nor write.
111

 The figure 

shows how the Southern Italians were inferior educationally to their compatriots of the north as 

the latter displayed only 11.5% of illiterate immigrants.
112

 Additionally, since most of them were 

unskilled, they occupied less skilled occupations than the other largest immigrant groups.  

 

Number  

reporting  

employment  

 

Profession-

al 

 

Skilled 

 

Farm 

laborers 

 

Laborers 

 

Other 

occupations 

Italian, North 296.622 1.1 20.4 18.7 47.8 12.0 

Italian, South 1.471.659 0.4 14.6 34.5 45.5 7.9 

Table 2.15. Per cent of Italian immigrants to the United States by occupation, 1899-1909
113

 

 

It is noticeable that both Southern and Northern Italians had a high proportion of unskilled 

workers. Though Northern Italian immigrants had 20% of their labor force performing skilled 

occupations, this figure is overshadowed by the 66.5% who were reported as being either farm 

laborers or laborers. On the other hand, the Southern Italians displayed a larger proportion of 

unskilled workers; 77% of the number reporting employment worked in farms or as common 

laborers in the cities. These figures are completely logical given the fact that the majority of the 

Italian immigrants were unskilled landless peasants in distress who left Italy forced and wanted 

to gather money and return home rich to buy farms and improve their economic conditions, in 

other words they wished to live the American Dream but in Italy.  

2.3.2.2. Helpless Austro-Hungarians 

 The hard economic conditions dominated the major push factors that drove 

Europeans out of their homelands towards the United States in huge numbers. The Austro-

Hungarian immigrants were no exception; they chose to leave their country and join America for 

the sake of better economic opportunities to improve their lives. The economic condition of the 
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country was not encouraging as the Austro-Hungarians earned little wages compared with what 

they could get in the United States. The situation in Austria-Hungary was quite similar to that in 

Italy where there were minor profitable chances in the weak and underdeveloped industrial 

sector. Unlike some other European countries of the times where industry constituted an 

important drain that absorbed the amounting number of people leaving their villages and joining 

the cities in search of jobs, Austria-Hungary’s industrial movement was slow and did not help 

provide impetus to economy. The people had to look for another source of jobs far from 

industry. It is estimated that a small proportion of 26.8% of Austrians relied on industry as a 

source of occupation compared with only 14.4 of the total inhabitants of Hungary who were 

relying on industry and mining in 1900.
114

 Therefore, the industrial part of the economy did little 

to hire workers and help decrease the negative outcomes of population growth on the society, 

especially with the displacement of the rural population to the cities in quest of jobs after they 

were unable to secure their families in the agricultural field as it was the major source of 

recruitment in the empire.   

The people’s source of work was in agriculture but it was not so promising. The 

agriculture of the country suffered because of the insufficiency of the productive land due to the 

fact that there was an excessive subdivision of the land as part of the partible inheritance system 

that allowed the children to inherit the holding of their father. The lands were getting smaller 

through time till they became unable to satisfy the needs of their proprietors’ families. It is 

reported that in the year 1902, 72.3 % of the total land used for agriculture in Austria consisted 

of holdings smaller than 12½ acres, and 52.2% of the overall agricultural holdings in Hungary 

were smaller than 7.1 acres in 1905.
115

 Furthermore, the farmers used obsolete methods of 

cultivation, because of the lack of industrialization in the empire, which resulted in poor 

production which was insufficient to satisfy the growing number of the population since the 

country was witnessing a high population density like the other European states. With the 

nonexistence of real opportunities in industry, agriculture constituted the refuge for the Austro-

Hungarians. But under such circumstances, the earnings of the peasants were so low compared 

with what they would earn in the New World.  
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All the conditions were in favor of a mass migration from the empire but due to some 

restrictive measures, their movement was delayed. In the first two-thirds of the nineteenth 

century, the Austro-Hungarian legislation forbade the immigration of its subjects to other 

countries. By 1832, immigration was banned but for the very few people desiring to leave the 

country, it was the duty of the magistrates to issue the permit on the demand of the petitioner. 

But such permit meant the loss of citizenship of the petitioner and could not be issued unless 

“petitioner was not a dependent and that neither military nor other public duties were an 

obstacle.”
116

 Hopefully for the Austro-Hungarians seeking immigration, they could breathe a 

sigh of relief when the authorities removed the ban on immigration in 1867 and bound it only to 

not having any military obstacle. In other words, thanks to the new constitution the people were 

allowed to leave the country after they did the compulsory military service. The Austro-

Hungarian immigration to the United States can be observed through the data provided in the 

following table:  

Decades Austria-

Hungary 

1820-30 - 

1831-40 - 

1841-50 - 

1851-60 - 

1861-70 7.800 

1871-80 72.969 

1881-90 353.719 

1891-00 592.707 

1901-10 2.145.266 

1911-20 896.342 

Total 

1820-1920 

 

4.068.803 

Table 2.16. Austro-Hungarian immigration to the United States (1820-1920)
117
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The previous table shows clearly that the immigration of Austro-Hungarians started late in the 

second half of the nineteenth century. No arrivals from the country had been reported in the U.S. 

passenger lists prior to 1861, the year that witnessed the coming of the first immigrants, only 51 

passengers were registered. In the following two decades (1861-1880), the numbers were small; 

the total number of arrivals was only little more than 80.000. The numbers started to increase 

significantly in the following decades; in the period 1881 to 1890, the number was almost five 

times greater than the previous decade. The next decade kept the same rhythm of growth, but the 

most spectacular progress happened in the first decade of the twentieth century (1901-1910) 

when Austria-Hungary sent more than two million immigrants in a decade. The numbers were 

unprecedented because immigration from the country started late in the nineteenth century. In 

that remarkable period, the Austro-Hungarian movement gained momentum when it numbered 

338.452 immigrants in 1907.
118

 The next decade displayed a large number despite the fact that 

the WWI occurred which slowed down the overall migratory movement. Austria-Hungary was 

among the largest sending countries of immigrants to the United States; it was surpassed only by 

Germany (5.5 million), Ireland (4.5 million), and Italy (4.2 million).    

The gender of the new immigrants was an important element that characterized some 

groups and some parts of Europe over others. Like many Eastern and Southern European source 

countries of immigration, male immigrants dominated the Austro-Hungarian immigration to the 

United States. The following table gives an idea about the high proportions of male over female 

immigration. 

Decades Total 

immigration 

Numbers Per cent 

Male Female Male Female 

1871-80 72.969 40.882 32.087 56.0 44.0 

1881-90 353.719 236.464 117.255 66.8 33.1 

1891-00 592.707 267.814 132.943 66.8 33.2 

1901-10 2.145.266 1.511.531 633.735 70.5 29.5 

Total 

1871-1910 

 

3.164.661 

 

2.056.691 

 

916.020 

 

69.2 

 

30.8 
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Table 2.17. Immigration to the United States from Austria-Hungary by sex and decades, 

1871-1910
119

 

In the period from 1871 to 1910, more than two-thirds of the total number of Austro-Hungarian 

immigrants who entered the United States were males. It is interesting to mention that the 

proportions of males and females were convergent in the 1870’s which was the decade that 

marked the real beginning of the Austro-Hungarian immigration. But during the next decades, 

the share of the males increased and the gap widened with the females. The only explanation to 

such figures is that the Austro-Hungarian migration was composed of single males rather than 

married individuals travelling with their families. The reason behind that lies in the fact that 

many Austro-Hungarians, like the Southern Italians, did not plan to settle permanently in the 

United States, but rather to make money and come back to their country where they could buy 

land and invest in agriculture. In other words, they wanted to live the American dream but in 

their way. Hence, the agricultural background of the Austro-Hungarians impacted on their 

occupations in the United States. The following table presents an overview of the careers that 

they incorporated once in the United States:   

Number  

reporting  

employmen

t  

 

Professio

n-al 

 

Skilled 

 

Farm 

laborers 

 

Laborers 

 

Other 

occupations 

Austro-

Hungarians 

 

3.325.195 

 

0.7 

 

16.7 

 

31.8 

 

36.3 

 

14.5 

Table 2.18. Per cent of Austro-Hungarian immigrants to the United States by occupation, 

1899-1909
120

 

The figures show that most of the Austro-Hungarians were unskilled workers. Among the total 

number of immigrants who were employed, only 16.7% occupied skilled jobs, and more than 

two-thirds were either farm laborers or laborers. Understandably, the low proportion of skilled 

workers comes from the fact that most of the Austro-Hungarians relied on agriculture in their 

homeland because of the low opportunities available in the fragile industrial domain, thus they 

were pulled into unskilled professions rather than skilled ones.       
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2.3.2.3. Escaping the Tsarist Oppression 

 Russia constituted one of the major sending countries of immigrants to the United States 

in the late nineteenth century and beginning of the twentieth. Like the other European 

immigrants, the Russians’ reason for migrating in significant numbers was fueled by their 

economic situation inside their country. The migratory movement was a consequence of a long 

period of economic and political difficulties. To understand that, it is important to go back to the 

policy that was prevalent in the country where immigration was restricted before mid-nineteenth 

century. The country was ruled by a severe feudal regime of the czars.
121

 The latter controlled 

the Russian population composed mainly of serfs who were treated as property by the nobles 

who constituted only a slight minority of the Russian population. As an example of how the serfs 

were treated, Lisa Trumbauer stated that “if the nobles sold their land, the serfs who worked the 

land were sold along with it. Sometimes the nobles traded their serfs for items they wanted.”
122

 

Their status was similar to that of slaves since they were sold and traded with no rights or 

freedom. Evidently, they were not allowed to emigrate outside Russia. By 1861, Alexander II the 

czar of Russia (1855-1881) introduced some reforms to the outdated economic system of the 

country. The Emancipation Reform of 1861 had a positive impact on the serfs’ status as they 

were gradually freed and emancipated.  

 The overwhelming majority of the Russians were deprived and relying on agriculture for 

their food and occupation. Agriculture constituted the bedrock of the economy in the absence of 

a developed industry. The peasants were so important to the nation; five-sixths of the Russians 

were farm laborers.
123

 The same scenario of many other European nations occurred in Russia; 

the plots were small because of the excessive subdivision. The lands were inherited by the 

siblings and were getting smaller till they became insufficient to satisfy the needs of their 

owners. Even after getting their freedom and being granted allotments of land, the serfs’ 

situation did not improve since the lands were so small and the rents and taxes increased rapidly. 

The government’s economic measures imposed on the serfs made their conditions even worse 

than when they were serving the landlords.
124

 They became unable to improve their economics 

and could barely afford a living. In the meantime, the less restrictive policy of the czar vis-à-vis 
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the movement of the Russians towards other countries persuaded many of them to leave their 

homes. They were very poor and hoped, just like the other immigrants, for better life conditions 

far from the miserable ones in Russia. 

 As noted earlier, the Russians were among the largest Eastern European waves of 

immigrants to the United States. The following table gives full data about the numbers of 

Russian immigrants from 1820 to 1920: 

Decades Russia 

1820-30 89 

1831-40 277 

1841-50 551 

1851-60 457 

1861-70 2.512 

1871-80 39.284 

1881-90 213.282 

1891-00 505.290 

1901-10 1.597.306 

1911-20 921.201 

Total 

1820-1920 

 

3.280.239 

Table 2.19. Russian immigration to the United States (1820-1920)
125

 

It is clearly shown on the previous table that the Russian immigration to the United States started 

to be significant right after the emancipation of the serfs and the adoption of the less restrictive 

measures on the movement of the Russians. Before 1961, the Russian arrivals were unimportant 

to the extent that they did not reach even a thousand per decade. The jump in numbers occurred 

in the 1870’s when the decade witnessed the arrival of almost 40.000 immigrants from Russia. 

Even though the number was exceptional, but it was quickly eclipsed by the four times increase 

of the 1880’s to exceed 200.000 newcomers. The following decades saw the influx of huge 

numbers; half million Russians joined the United States in 1890’s followed by a historic 1.6 

million immigrants in the first decade of the twentieth century. In the same decade (1901-1910), 
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Russia sent nearly one-fifth (19.4%) of the total European immigrants to the country.
126

 In the 

following decade (1911-1920), more than 900.000 Russians came to America despite the fact 

that Russia and the United States took part in the First World War. The previous numbers put 

Russia as the third largest source country of immigration to the United States in the period from 

1880 to 1920.  

 The Russian immigration to the United States is particular compared with the other 

European countries because a large proportion was composed of other races than Russians. What 

is noticeable when dealing with it, is the fact that the real Russian immigrants constituted a slight 

minority of the total emigration from the empire the following table gives an insight about the 

proportions of the immigration from the Russian Empire: 

Race  Proportion  

Hebrew  

Poles 

Lithuanians 

Finns 

German 

Russians 

Scandinavians 

43.8% 

27% 

9.6% 

8.5% 

5.8% 

4.4% 

0.8% 

Table 2.20. Emigration from Russian Empire 1899-1910
127

 

It is important to note that registering the race of the emigrants coming to the United States did 

not start until 1899; that is why it was impossible to find official data about the ethnic 

composition of the Russian emigration before that year. The previous table shows that the real 

Russian emigrants did not exceed 4.4% of the total immigrants recorded. The reason behind that 

goes to the fact that most of the immigrants came from countries that were under Russian 

control. Thus, the overwhelming majority came from annexed populations. They were Hebrew, 

Poles, Lithuanians, Finns, Germans, and to a lesser extent Scandinavians. The Russian Jews held 

the most important share of almost 44% of what is considered as Russian immigration.   

 The following lines are devoted to the Jewish immigration given the fact that it 

constituted a distinct type of movement because of its specificity and number compared with that 
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of the other races coming from the Russian Empire. The important Jewish migration to the 

United States started in the 1880’s as part of the great waves of emigrants from Eastern and 

Southern Europe. The period 1880 to 1910 saw the U.S. population growing by more than 42 

million; the growth was due largely to the heavy immigration to the country mainly of Eastern 

and Southern Europeans among them the Russian Jews who totaled approximately 1.120.000 

immigrants.
128

 The latter kept increasing during the three decades as shown in the following 

table: 

 

Decade 

Total 

immigrants 

Jewish 

immigrants 

Per cent of 

total 

1881-1890 

1891-1900 

1901-1910 

213.282 

505.280 

1.597.306 

135.003 

279.811 

704.245 

63.3 

55.4 

44.1 

Total 2.315.868 1.119.059 48.3 

Table 2.21. Total Immigration from Russia and Jewish Immigration from Russia, 1881 to 1910, by Decade, and 

Percentage Jewish of Total
129

 

  

The peak decade of Jewish immigration to the United States was from 1901 to 1910 with more 

than 700.000 immigrants. The same decade saw the highest number of Jews arriving at 

American shores in a single year; they totaled 125.234 in 1906. 
130

 

 Although they came from the same country, the Russian Jews were pushed by different 

reasons compared with the other groups of the Russian Empire. Their immigration was provoked 

mainly by bad economic conditions. The economic exclusion that they underwent was behind 

the exodus of big numbers of them outside Russia and mainly to the United States. Their 

residence was restricted to only some parts of the empire that they were not allowed to leave. 

They were not allowed to cross the boundaries of their Pale of Settlement which was located in 

the western region of the Russia including some areas of Poland that were part of the Russian 

Empire. In addition, the Jews were not permitted by the restrictive laws to live in agricultural 

areas or to own private lands. Those measures were meant to impede them from changing their 

place of residence and searching for better economic circumstances outside their Pale of 
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settlement. As a consequence, their conditions were hard which encouraged them to seek refuge 

in the United States. 

 The restrictive measures towards the Russian Jews did not end at limiting their place of 

residence. The occupations they were allowed to perform were limited as well. As noted earlier, 

the majority of the Russians relied on agriculture as a main source of employment, but what 

strikes is the fact that the Jews were not permitted to work in this field or in any state profession. 

The aim of the authorities was to keep the life of the Jews difficult so that they cannot improve 

their conditions. Moreover, they were not equally admitted to schools; barriers were set by the 

Russians aiming at limiting the number of Jews accessing education. For instance, only 10% of 

their children were admitted in governmental schools; it constitutes an insignificant number 

given the fact that they constituted almost half of the total population of the Pale.
131

 But even 

though they were numerous, they had no political or governmental influence. The exclusion was 

total as they had practically no role in the regulation of the towns’ affairs. They were denied 

representation in the political assemblies because they were not regarded as full Russian citizens. 

They were, rather, considered as an inferior class that needed to be reminded all the time of its 

lower position vis-à-vis the empire. In sum, they were not allowed to seek any economic, social, 

educational, or political progress, and were bound to live a life without hope for change. The 

only solution was in leaving that hard life and seeking refuge in the United States. 

 Though the economic reason was the most important push factor, another factor has long 

been believed to be very important in shaping the Jewish movement towards the United States. 

Many historians believe that the pogroms
132

 that started in 1881 against the Russian Jews were 

behind the exodus of a big number of them out of their Pale of Settlement. Their situation in the 

Russian Empire exceeded the aforementioned issues to face direct aggressions and anti-Semitic 

attacks. After the Russian Emperor Alexander II was assassinated in 1881, the Russian Jews 

were blamed for his death and had to endure many riots through which many died, were 

wounded, or lost their homes and businesses. There were two periods of pogroms; the first one 

occurred right after the death of the Czar and lasted till 1882, whereas the second was in the first 

decade of the twentieth century from 1903 to 1906. 

 The issue to be raised is whether or not the pogroms, as has been claimed by many 

historians, were among the main reasons behind the mass migration of the Jews. It is impossible 
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to give a convincing answer when dealing with the first period of pogroms since there were no 

official data about the numbers of the Jews entering the United States. As noted previously, it 

was not until 1899 that the U.S. authorities started registering the new arrivals, among them the 

Russian Jews, referring to their ethnicities or race. As for the second period, the following table 

gives the yearly number of Jewish immigrants from Russia to the United States starting from 

1899 to 1906:     

 

Year of 

emigration 

Number of Jews 

emigrating from 

Russia 

 

Year of 

emigration 

Number of Jews 

emigrating from 

Russia 

1899 

1900 

1901 

1902 

1903 

1904 

24.275 

37.011 

37.660 

37.846 

47.689 

77.554 

1905 

1906 

1907 

1908 

1909 

1910 

92.388 

125.234 

114.932 

71.978 

39.150 

59.824 

Total  765.531 

Table 2.22. Jewish Emigration from Russia to the United States 1899-1910
133

   

In the previous table, it is apparent that the Jewish emigration from Russia increased during the 

second period of pogroms, which may suggest that they had a direct impact on their movement. 

Indeed, the numbers climbed in that period compared with the previous one, but one should look 

into the other elements that accompanied this growth. Some current historians questioned the old 

hypothesis that the pogroms were behind the exodus of the Jews to the United States and reached 

the conclusion that this was not totally true. Yannay Spitzer claimed that the pogroms were not 

the main reason that amplified the Jewish movement but they “may have produced local effects 

that increased the level of migration.”
134

 In other words, the attacks caused the Jews human 

losses as well as economic ones; their businesses were destroyed and their money was stolen. 

Many of them lost their houses, jobs, and their social rank. Such economic conditions triggered 

by the pogroms pushed them to flee Russia. In sum, a combination of economic and social 

reasons along with anti-Semitic persecution led to a Jewish mass migration which was in itself 
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“particularly inlf1uenced by the health of the United States economy.”
135

  Leah Platt Boustan 

stated that in addition to the good economic conditions, which were a key pull factor, the 

presence of an important Jewish community in the United States played an important role in 

encouraging them to migrate to this country in significant numbers.  

 The Empire’s population was characterized by its heterogeneous composition given the 

fact that many lands with its peoples were annexed. Thus, the complexity if the Russian 

immigration was inevitable. As noted earlier, the Russian immigrants constituted a very slight 

minority, and most of the immigrants who were registered as being from the Russian Empire 

were non-Russian populations. Consequently, dealing with immigration from Russia necessitates 

a careful examination of characteristics of the different racial groups that left the country. For 

instance, the following table expresses the different proportions of the Russian immigration in 

terms of their gender:   

 

Race or people 

Total number 

of immigrants 

Number  Per cent. 

Male Female Male Female 

Finnish 

German 

Hebrew 

Lithuanian 

Polish 

Russian  

151.774 

754.375 

1.074.442 

175.258 

949.064 

83.574 

100.289 

448.054 

607.822 

123.777 

659.267 

71.022 

51.485 

306.321 

466.620 

51.481 

289.797 

12.552 

66.1 

59.4 

56.6 

70.6 

69.5 

85.0 

33.9 

40.6 

43.4 

29.4 

30.5 

15.0 

Table 2.23. Russian immigration to the United States by sex, 1899-1910
136

 

The table gives an idea of how diverse the Russian immigration to the United States was. One 

can notice the very low female proportion of Russian immigrants. In addition to their small 

number, the Russian immigration was dominated by males which suggest that they did not go 

with their families because they did not intend to settle in the United States. The Finnish, 

Lithuanian, and the Polish immigrants also displayed higher rates of males than females. On the 

other hand, it is worthy to note the large proportion of females among the Germans and even 

larger among the Hebrews. These high proportions express clearly the intentions of the two 
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groups of leaving the Empire to establish themselves permanently in the United States through a 

family-based movement.      

 The economic restrictive measures imposed on the Jews in Russia reflected their 

occupations once in the United States. The following table shows the type of jobs that the 

immigrants from the Empire went into: 

 

Race or 

people 

Number 

reporting 

employment 

Per cent who were--- in 

Professional 

occupations 

Skilled 

occupations 

Farm 

laborers 

 

Laborers 

Other 

occupations 

 

Finnish 

German 

Hebrew 

Lithuanian 

Polish 

Russian 

 

123.008 

458.293 

590.267 

141.540 

748.430 

69.986 

 

0.3 

3.5 

1.3 

0.1 

0.2 

1.4 

 

6.0 

30.0 

67.1 

6.7 

6.3 

9.1 

 

5.2 

17.9 

1.9 

29.5 

30.5 

39.4 

 

62.0 

19.8 

11.8 

46.6 

44.8 

43.3 

 

26.5 

28.8 

18.0 

17.2 

18.1 

6.8 

Table 2.24. Russian immigrants to the United States reporting occupations, 1899-1910
137

 

The data provided reinforce the idea that the Jews were not permitted to get jobs in agriculture 

unlike the other groups who displayed high proportions. While the Jews had only 13.7% of them 

being identified as unskilled laborers and farm laborers, the Finnish had 67.2%, the Lithuanians 

76.1%, the Polish 75.3%, the Russians 82.7%, and the Germans 37.7%. Two-thirds of the Jews 

were skilled workers, whereas the other groups did not reach 10% except the Germans who had 

less than one-third. The Jews were artisans and run their own businesses because this was their 

only way to make a living in Russia. 
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2.4. Conclusion 

        The United States witnessed two big streams of immigrants from Europe. The first stream 

was dominated by migrants from the old countries of immigration, whereas the second was led 

by Eastern and European emigrants. Despite their different regional belonging, their movement 

was fueled by mainly economic factors. Overpopulation, unemployment, poverty, famine, and 

the changing economic system and the rise of industry contributed to the exodus of millions of 

depressed people to an expected better life overseas. Their immigration was influenced by 

economic motives.  

 The nineteenth century’s immigration policy was to some extent free and open. The 

country welcomed the big number of European workers because they were needed in the labor 

market. Despite the fact that some attempts were made by either the states or the federal 

government to halt the immigration of some groups, as will be studied in details in third chapter, 

the flow of immigrants was never altered. Even after immigration became a federal issue, 

immigration to the country increased from new parts of Europe. It was not until the end of the 

First World War that signs of a shift in the U.S. immigration policy started to be noticed. The 

following chapter tackles the nineteenth century U.S. immigration policy, the pull factors that 

attracted such big numbers of Europeans to the United States, in addition to investigating the 

factors behind the change in the immigration system of the country.    
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Chapter Three: The Door Closes: the Shift of U.S. 

Immigration Policy from Liberal to Restrictive 1820-1965 

 

 

 

 

3.1. Introduction 

 

This chapter deals with the factors that drove the millions of European immigrants to 

choose the United States as their final destination. As will be seen, these factors include pull 

factors that attracted immigrants, in addition to other factors that facilitated the exodus of those 

large numbers. The chapter will also shed light on the reasons that led to the shift in the origins 

of the newcomers in the late nineteenth century when the dominant immigrant countries turned 

to be from Eastern and Southern Europe. The last part of the chapter will deal with immigration 

policy adopted by Congress as a response to the growing concern of the native-born Americans 

about the impact that the immigrants had on the labor market and their earnings. 

 

3.2. Factors Shaping the Nineteenth Century Immigration Policy of the 

United States 

The previous chapter dealt with the most important push factors that led millions of 

Europeans to quit their countries and find refuge in the United States. Such factors included bad 

economic conditions resulting from unemployment and poverty due to the rise of industrialism at 

the expense of large categories of people who relied on agriculture and the traditional economic 

activities, natural tragedies like famine which killed big numbers and compelled many others to 

escape, and religious and political persecution due to the lack of freedom and liberty in societies 

where authoritarian regimes ruled. The Europeans suffered during the nineteenth century and 

hoped to change their lives for the better far from their lands. They moved out of their homes to 

join other European countries, or even further to settle in North or South America. Their reasons 

for choosing their destination countries varied, but they were all pulled by factors that gave them 
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hope for a better future. Thus, no mass migration to the United States would have been possible 

without strong pull factors in the receiving country.  

Gurieva and Dzhioev pointed out that Everett Lee
138

 mentioned some factors that affect 

the migratory processes. They stated that  

 
Intermediate factors increase with growth in distance between territories and they 

can act as limiters of migratory streams. These include transportation costs, 

legislative regulation of movements, availability of information on the alleged 

region of arrival, etc.
139

        

 

Many factors contribute in the migration process of people from one place to another. Such 

elements can be considered as both push and pull factors because they are interrelated; to be 

more explicit, the factors that push people off their countries are the same as the ones pulling 

them towards their new destination, but with the only difference that the conditions are not 

similar. For instance, some people emigrate from a given country due to the lack of economic 

opportunities, in this case the push factor is “low economic opportunities” and, relatively, the 

“pull” factor that drives them to their new destination is “better economic opportunities” that is 

not available at home. In addition to economic, such factors also include political and religious 

factors that influence the migratory processes. In sum, there would be no mass migration without 

a mixture of strong “push” and “pull” factors. On the other hand, other factors, that I call 

“contributory factors,” are neither “push” nor “pull” or sometimes “push” and “pull” factors 

simultaneously, but they contribute heavily in the movement of people such as transportation and 

the spread of knowledge about the target destination.  

  

3.2.1. Evolution of the Transatlantic Transportation  

As noted earlier, European immigration to the United States developed quickly in the 

nineteenth century, even though the ocean crossings were long, expensive, and generally less 

comfortable and crowded since most immigrants were steerage passengers. At the beginning of 

1800s, travelling on a sailing vessel was hard since the ships could start the trip only when they 

were filled with goods. The passengers had to wait till the ship got ready to depart to be allowed 

to embark and start their voyage. There were no fixed schedules, but by the second decade of the 

nineteenth century, the ships began travelling on a regular basis which helped carry more 
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immigrants to the United States. Soon after, “passenger transportation became an important 

branch of commerce”
140

 and became a strong contributory factor responsible for the movement 

of considerable numbers of Europeans. The British, German, and British sailing vessels 

transported most of the European immigrants to America till the beginning of the second half of 

the century which witnessed a revolution in the oceanic transportation with the substitution of 

the sailing vessels by the steam ships.
141

      

One of the most important factors that induced millions of Europeans to immigrate to 

the United States was the development of the steamship lines that substituted the conventional 

and slow sailing ships. The transition was a significant event that changed the course of 

European emigration across the Atlantic Ocean. For a big part of the nineteenth century, 

immigrants’ transportation to the Americas relied on the sailing vessels. Though the latter was 

responsible for the movement of millions of people, but the trips were lengthy since it took one 

to two months in order to reach the other Atlantic coast, and the period depended on the weather 

conditions.
142

 The introduction of the steamships reduced the period of crossing in a significant 

way. For instance in 1867, the average length of a steam passage from Europe to the United 

States was shortened to less than fourteen days compared with more than forty-four days for the 

same passage by sail.
143

 Throughout the second half of the nineteenth century, the steamship 

became the main means of transportation which made crossing the Atlantic faster and more 

importantly accessible to the entire European people. 

The first half of the nineteenth century witnessed a big movement of sailing ships in the 

process of immigrant transportation across the Ocean. It was not until the 1850’s that the first 

steamship lines began to embrace this business. Rapidly, the steam substituted the sailing ships 

as the chief means of immigrant transport. The process occurred in a relatively short period of 

time. Cohn reported that in 1854, the year which marked the peak year of pre-Civil War 

immigration to New York City, less than 2 percent only arrived on steamship.
144

 This year 

witnessed the highest rate of arrivals under sail but, ironically, the same year marked the 

beginning of the rise of transatlantic crossings via steamships.  In the year 1856, Maldwyn 

reported that more than 94 percent of newcomers arrived on sailing ships.
145

 The sailing vessels 
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remained the main means of transport but soon after that, the immigration movement by sail 

ended and was substituted by steamship. The transition occurred so fast that in 1861, for 

instance, the proportion of immigrants to New York City travelling on sailing ships decreased to 

31 percent, and was only 20 percent six years later.
146

 By 1873, the majority of immigrants came 

on steamers rather than sailing vessels.
147

   

With the rise of steamship transportation, the number of European immigrants, Eastern 

and Western, increased significantly. It is believed that secret agents were actively working in 

the European countries to attract big numbers of immigrants to the United States. They used 

many advertising techniques to convince people to leave and provide the States with the workers 

needed. There is big debate between advocates of such hypothesis and those who see that the 

ticket agents had no role in persuading people to immigrate to the United States. In the 41 

volume report about immigration from Southern and Eastern Europe submitted to Congress in 

1911, Dillingham claimed that “the propaganda conducted by steamship ticket agents is 

undoubtedly the most important immediate cause of emigration from Europe to the United 

States.” According to Dillingham, the propaganda was present in all European countries despite 

the fact that the practice was illegal in such countries and even the United States. The laws 

prohibiting such practice and the sanctions inflicted to the law-breakers made the companies 

work in a discrete way. To the Commission, the agents kept attracting Europeans for the sake of 

gaining more profits. 

Besides, the commission provided no exact data to show the number of active agents 

whose job was to encourage immigration and thus multiply the voyages which would bring more 

financial profits to the travel companies that hired them. The fact that no data available about the 

number of agents could be relied on weakens the claims of the report since it is based, as stated 

in the report, on the assertions of “one authority” without giving any details about such source. 

Nevertheless, according to the commission, the ticket agents worked mostly in Austria-Hungary, 

Greece, and Russia more than other countries,
148

 and their secret job was not only to attract 

immigrants via propaganda, but also “procuring passports, and in smuggling across the 

frontiers”
149

 of the Russian Empire since it had vigorous laws prohibiting the movement of its 

population to other countries as showed in chapter two. The agents’ job was to convince people 
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to emigrate through making them attracted by the economic opportunities and the high wages 

that the United States offered, and by making their movement easier despite the fact that they 

clearly violated the laws of the countries which explicitly banned the emigration of its subjects.   

   The hypothesis suggested by the Dillingham Report stating that the ticket agents were 

behind the big migration of Eastern and Southern Europeans was categorically rejected by 

Maldwyn. He claimed that the steamship secret agents’ techniques were not novel and had been 

used before in Scandinavia in 1860’s and since they proved to be successful, they tried to use 

them in some Eastern European countries. The conditions were not the same and, according to 

Maldwyn, the job of the agents, contrary to what the Commission presented, was not possible 

due to the fact that their activities were firmly illegal and prohibited by all countries, and also 

because their efforts were meaningless given the fact that the movement of people was voluntary 

and did not need solicitation.
150

 The people were ready to leave their country by themselves and 

did not need any persuasion notably from the agents. The “push” and “pull” factors were strong 

enough to convince them to cross the ocean and try to seize the economic opportunities that they 

already knew about. He went further to state that the agents’ job was no more than selling 

steamship tickets for profits and not, as Dillingham claimed, advertising for the sake of 

persuading large numbers of people to immigrate to the United States.  

Indeed, the Dillingham’s hypothesis that the steamship advertisement and the 

significant role that the agents played was proved to be invalid due to two major elements. First, 

the Eastern and Southern European immigrants’ movement was motivated by their conditions in 

their home countries. In fact, the advertisement was not needed since the people’s will to search 

for better economic opportunities in America was the main factor that pushed/pulled them to 

leave. In addition, almost similar conditions had led the Western and Northern Europeans to join 

America in huge numbers during most of the nineteenth century and a large part of them came 

on sailing boats and not steamships, which would lead to the conclusion that the common 

denominator in the two big waves was the hard economic conditions that prevailed in such 

countries and which shaped the peoples’ desire to improve their lives. Secondly, the lack of data 

about agents numbers and their impact on the migration of people from Eastern and Southern 

Europe is considered as a weakening element; the Commission stated that the agents worked 

mostly in Austria-Hungary, Greece, and Russia but neglected the fact that millions of immigrants 

from Italy arrived in America during the same period and without a significant influence of such 

propaganda. However, one could not ignore the important role that the introduction of steamship 
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lines played in increasing the number as well as in attracting new source countries of 

immigration, notably from Eastern and Southern Europe. The peoples’ will to quit their bad 

situation was the main factor but it was amplified by the oceanic travel development and more 

importantly the declining cost of passage. In sum, the agents themselves were not responsible for 

the big migration but the steamship availability, safety, the reduced time of passage, and more 

importantly the lower prices were all contributory factors that facilitated the movement of big 

numbers of depressed people searching for a new start in the New World. 

As stated in the previous paragraph, one of the reasons that helped immigrants travel 

along the Ocean and join the United States was the price of transportation between their mother 

countries and the Americas. As noted earlier, the decreasing cost of fares was added to the many 

advantages that the steam engines brought to the passengers like reducing the time of the trip 

along with the improvement of the sailing conditions which resulted in reducing the perils that 

had long been behind the death of big numbers in the previous periods. Thus, the journey 

became quicker, safer, and more importantly less expensive compared with the advantages 

offered.
151

 The oceanic transportation revolution stimulated the movement of people from places 

in Europe that were not familiar with immigration to the United States.  

The steamship lines not only facilitated the movement of people across the Ocean in a 

shorter period and with less risk, but it also “led to a tremendous expansion of the prepaid 

passage system.”
152

 The system was one of the ways that contributed in the migration of a 

considerable number of Europeans. It was the distant payment of the costs of passage to the 

United States by former immigrants who had already established themselves and made a living. 

Males used to emigrate alone and do their best to get a good job quickly to better their economic 

situation, and then pay the tickets for their relatives and friends who were unable to do it at home 

due to their bad conditions.
153

 That would not be possible without the agencies that were highly 

represented in both the United States and the European countries. According to him, thousands 

of agencies were established on American soil that allowed people to purchase tickets and send 

them back home to their families and friends. Their job was to facilitate the process of distant 

payment to attract the workers needed in the labor market. An important proportion of the 

travelling passengers could afford passage thanks to this system, the remittance system. It is 

estimated that the number of European immigrants arriving in the United States on prepaid 
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passage was between one-quarter to one-third in 1890.
154

  The immigrants already established in 

America not only paid the passage to their relatives, but they could also send them money so that 

they could buy travel tickets and come to the United States. This immigration process was very 

popular by the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth; an important 

part of all those who entered the United States during that period had their tickets been paid by 

their relatives in America either through the prepaid passage system or through the money they 

sent back to Europe. For instance, Andrew Urban pointed out that 90 percent of the 260 million 

dollars sent by Irish immigrants in North America back to their native country came from the 

United States and 40 percent were sent as prepaid passage to their families and friends desiring 

to migrate.
155

 

Indeed, as shown previously, the rise of a new transatlantic transportation boosted 

migration of big numbers of Europeans to America. The steamship reduced the time that the 

journey took with the sailing ships. The passage became less risky and more comfortable. The 

travel costs were reduced and new categories of people desiring to immigrate were attracted. The 

latter did not need any advertisement to join the Americas, their bad economic conditions were 

sufficient to shape their decision. What contributed in the shaping of such decision was also the 

opportunities their relatives offered through paying their passage from abroad. This was one of 

the pull factors that stimulated the big European stream by the late nineteenth and beginning of 

twentieth centuries.   

3.2.2. Growing Knowledge about the Migratory Destinations 

After the rediscovery of the New World, the patterns of people’s migrations evolved. 

Intercontinental movement, though it was slow at the beginning, increased through centuries of 

European settlements. The rise of a transatlantic migration in the nineteenth century was 

attributed to a combination of different factors; among these factors was the knowledge about the 

migratory destinations. Indeed, one might inquire about whether the nineteenth century European 

immigrants had enough knowledge about the United States, or it was just a choice which would 

save them from their bad conditions since it was a country that had always welcomed new 

arrivals. In fact, as noted in the previous chapter, the European mass migration to the United 

States was influenced by push factors, predominantly economic, but among the contributory 

factors that shaped their decision of choosing America as their country of settlement was, 
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according to Maldwyn,
156

 their increasing knowledge about the American continent, and the 

United States in particular. He attributed that to the rise of public education among Europeans. 

The latter were quite attuned to the opportunities offered on the other side of the Atlantic Ocean 

thanks to the “vast flood of literature relating to the New World.”
157

 They were familiar with 

what life in their country of destination would offer them. They had knowledge about the 

economic opportunities, the weather, the political and religious freedom, and the experiences of 

the previous European settlers. Books, pamphlets, and even newspapers wrote about the New 

World. The emigrants did not quit their countries to an unknown land; they were aware and had 

enough knowledge about how their conditions could be in America. On the other hand, Thomas 

Walker Page believed that the published literature about the New World had little impact on the 

willingness of people to join America since their descriptions “were not vouched for by men that 

were known.”
158

 Such information about conditions in the United States had to be proven by 

settlers who had already established themselves in the country. For Page, most of the people 

knew little things about the New World in the first half of the nineteenth century, and they did 

not trust the advertising propaganda led by companies seeking workers and transport agents.   

Though Maldwyn and Page had different interpretations of whether people had enough 

knowledge about the New World or not, but they both emphasized on the fact that the 

immigrants established in the United States had a significant role in providing their families and 

friends back in their home countries with important information about the situation and the 

opportunities offered to them once they arrived and settled. The immigrants, especially in the 

second half of the century, sent letters describing their experiences, achievements, and well-

being in their new home and their stories became known among their compatriots. The letters 

served as a contributory factor that motivated big numbers of Europeans to immigrate to 

America through acquainting them with how their life would be and the difficulties faced to 

reach the other shore of the Atlantic Ocean.  

When studying the letters sent from America, we can distinguish five major elements the 

immigrants focused on.  The letters tackled the availability of work in the United States, the 

importance of speaking English to get better jobs, how hard work was rewarded, the hardships 

and difficulties the new immigrants would face, and finally useful instructions on how to avoid 
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issues in their trip along with prepaid tickets and money sent to the persons desiring to 

immigrate. The letters were a contributory factor that embedded a strong pull factor; the first 

element that the immigrants tackled was the job opportunities offered to new immigrants in the 

States. They provided their relatives and friends with detailed information about the job market 

and the wages they could get once hired. This was the most important factor that both the 

immigrants and their fellow-countrymen were interested in. The availability of work was 

prevalent in shaping the Europeans’ decisions to cross the ocean and join America. They were 

not willing to leave their countries and settle in an unknown country where they knew little about 

its economic conditions. The descriptions included in the letters helped them be aware of the 

jobs needed and their chances to be employed. The other elements that were tackled in the letters 

were the role of speaking English in getting better jobs with higher wages, the importance of 

hard work to achieve their objectives, detailed instructions on how to reach America, and finally 

the difficulties that they would face during their transatlantic trip and once settled.  

The letters were sent to the different European countries. Given the fact that they almost 

dealt with the same main elements, the focus will be on a sample of letters sent by polish 

immigrants to their families and friends inciting them, in most cases, to leave Poland and join 

America. Choosing the Polish immigrants is motivated by two reasons; first, the availability of 

the primary source which gives access to the letters and especially their translation into English 

compared with other scarce letters from other European immigrants. Secondly, the work studies 

the impact that the letters had on the Europeans desiring to settle in the United States. However, 

the focus is not on the immigrants’ motives which remain difficult to interpret through the 

letters, and especially when relying on a small number of letters. Dudley Baines states that “we 

cannot assume that the letter writers were a sample of all emigrants.”
159

 The light is shed on the 

way the descriptions included in such letters attracted and helped new people to immigrate. The 

letters that the prospered pioneer immigrants sent were so important that Page described them as 

“the most important and successful of all forms of immigration propaganda.”
160

  

The letters’ writers gave much information on the economic conditions of the country, 

the job market, and the opportunities expected once arrived. The letters described the availability 

of jobs in the United States. In his letter to his parents regarding his sister's trip to America, 

Kazimiz Graboski wrote “You ask, dear parents, if she will have it good here and if she will live 

a good life here, you need not be worried about that because there is no comparison between 
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America and that foul Russian country.”
161

 Graboski reassured his parents that his sister would 

find better conditions in America than in her home country. Finding a good job was not a hard 

task as stated by Joseph and Josephine Lipinski to her sister and brother-in-law when she wrote 

that newcomers “In any event, they will find a job if only they will want to work.”
162

 Sometimes, 

the immigrants made a comparison between the Old and New Worlds. Obviously, they usually 

tended to praise the better life they were having in their new home and show that the hardship 

they had undergone in their native countries was forgotten. The conditions in the United States 

were better to the extent that “a man does not have to work as hard as he did in the old country; 

and he can live better and earn more money here than with you in the old country.”
163

 Thus, the 

letters encouraged people to consider settling in the United States thanks to the economic 

advantages available in America. 

In their letters, the immigrants emphasized on advantage that speaking English would 

give in finding a good job and receiving higher salaries. When writing to his family in Poland, 

Johann Bonkowski explained how wages increased when the workers spoke English. He 

reported to his parents that if his sister “will be able to understand everything that is said, she 

will be paid more.”
164

  Julian Kszseszowski sent a letter to his friend and urged him to learn 

American because that would be economically beneficial to him. He stated that he “has to know 

how to speak American. One can make a ruble here much faster than one can make a half ruble 

in an entire summer there.” On the other hand, the language can also be a handicap for those who 

do not master it, and the progress at work would be so slow. Julian insisted that “one does not 

reach one’s goal quickly, because one does not know the language, and that is important for 

everyone. But if someone has the desire and he can afford to, he should not be afraid to 

come.”
165

 The candidates for immigration were encouraged to learn the language if they wanted 

to make profits quickly and improve their financial situation.  

Speaking English would be an additional asset, but only if combined with hard work. In 

their letters, the writers emphasized on the fact that rewards depended on the kind of deed; the 

more they worked, the more they were rewarded. In one of the letters, Rachel-Lea Gottlieb 
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warned her brother to be completely aware that it would not be an easy task to succeed in 

America. She mentioned that her brother “should not think that the streets in America are paved 

with gold. One must work much harder there than in Poland. The only thing is that if one is not 

lazy, they can have a much better life here than in Poland.”
166

 Moreover, since the number of 

immigrants was high, there was competition over jobs. Employers were spoilt for choice; young 

and robust had better chance to get hired. Julian Kszseszowski wrote to his friend:      

Here they select workers just as they pick out beasts at the market 

in the old country, or as they do for the army – just as long as they 

are strong and healthy; that is how they deal with people. But it is 

true, that if one is strong, young, healthy, and industrious, then he 

can make 100 rubles a month.
167

 

Despite being sometimes treated in an inappropriate manner, the immigrants preferred moving to 

America than remaining in their home country because they knew that what they got abroad 

would never be earned at home. This situation is explicitly depicted in the letter sent by Leon 

Makowiecki to his mother where he said “I like it better in America because I can earn money 

more quickly.”
168

 All what mattered for the Polish emigrants, and surely for the other European 

emigrants, was improving their bad economic conditions.  

Some other immigrants faced hard times and made their experiences known for their 

families and friends at home. They sent letters in which they described how they were suffering 

from unemployment and the lack of revenues. For instance, Maker Kroneski sent a letter to his 

mother describing how many people lived in misery in America, he wrote that “Many people are 

without work; there is no work to be had… the one who is idle curses his life… it would have 

been better if I had drowned at sea; that is how it is in America.”
169

 Not all immigrants who 

failed to secure a good job had such a cynical vision; many others made fewer earnings but 

remained optimistic and did urge other people to leave Poland and settle in America. Hope was 

important for Leon who enthusiastically addressed his mother and said “Right now a man hardly 

makes enough to live on. But perhaps that will not last long.”
170

 Despite the hardship, the 

immigrants kept hope that things would improve positively, and they neither gave up nor 

discouraged their countrymen. The voyage to the New World was among the hard periods the 
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immigrants had lived, but though it was a horrible experience, as they described in the letters, but 

it did not shake their determination. Joseph and Josephien wrote that “it is that great horrible 

ocean which is frightful for us… I do not know how to tell you what terror and misery we had 

suffered before we reached America. But now that fear is already over.”
171

 The travel 

circumstances, though they became much better with the steamships than they had been under 

sail, remained hard especially with bad weather conditions. Such difficulties added to the issues 

faced in America were the core of a big part of the letters since the immigrants tried to make 

their countrymen avoid making the same mistakes and be ready for unexpected circumstances.     

The letters included useful instructions for the persons desiring to immigrate; they 

concerned prices of fares, time of trips, the suitable time for voyage, what to take for the 

crossing, and the weather in the United States. For example, Johann Bonkowski advised his 

sister to join him soon after she received the letter because the weather was fine, and that she 

should bring with her some money, he wrote: “Well, it is good sailing time now. She should 

have at least 80 rubles.”
172

 Some letter writers talked about how bad the food served aboard the 

ships and the need to bring one’s own food for the trip. Additionally, the coming of new 

immigrants was encouraged through the possibility to pay the steamship tickets for them in 

America and even send them money for their trip. As stated before, the tickets were paid in the 

United States and then sent home through agencies. For example, Abraham Tangruza informed 

his wife in Poland that he had paid the voyage to America, he wrote: “Everything from Hamburg 

to New York is prepaid. Do not pay any more.”
173

 In other letters, the tickets were sent as 

requested by the receivers; John Cybulski wrote to his wife: “You wrote that I should send you a 

steamship ticket. I hurry to answer to tell you that I have done as you requested. Later I will also 

send you a little money for the trip.”
174

 

 The letters provided the Europeans with important information about the United States. 

They contributed in spreading knowledge about the country of destination and, thus, attract 

people to immigrate. The information received, especially about the possible economic progress 

and the availability of jobs, helped develop and shape an immigration chain from Europe to the 

United States. The economic opportunities constituted the pulling power that dragged those 

immigrants, whereas the information about the trip, the money, and the prepaid steamship tickets 
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were contributory factors that made the crossing easier and more organized. In sum, a set of 

factors made the United States a known destination and were responsible for the migration of 

millions of Europeans who decided to move and try their luck in the New World.     

3.2.3. Free Land and Free Home, in the West 

Most of those who emigrated from Western Europe were poor peasants and farmers. For 

a big part of them, agriculture constituted their only source of work. As showed previously, land 

was sacred for Europeans at that time; it was regarded as a family heritage that should be 

maintained within the family that is why it was inherited equally by the heirs after the owner 

died. This system of inheritance made the lands so small that it could not even subsist to the 

needs of the owners’ families. In addition, many people were landless peasants and their dream 

was to be landowners. However, with the conditions that were prevailing in Europe in most of 

the nineteenth century, it was almost impossible for the majority of Europeans to buy lands due 

to the fact that they were very expensive and scarce. Thus, for them owning a land would be 

economically profitable and would make them privileged societally.    

One of the important factors that pulled big numbers of immigrants from Western 

European countries into the United States was the dream of possessing a land as a private 

property. They were aware of the opportunities available in the vast and still-not-exploited 

western territories owned by the United States. Page wrote that “Tales of virgin soil in untold 

millions of acres that might be owned for a nominal price appealed as nothing else could do to 

peasants that eked out a narrow living on small holdings which produced little more than rent 

and taxes.”
175

 The availability of land at affordable prices is believed to have encouraged a 

significant number of people hoping to make a better living to settle and exploit those cheap and 

fertile lands. In other words, the United States represented an ideal solution for the depressed 

immigrants; available lands at cheap prices made it very possible for them to be landowners and 

develop a private economic activity which would generate financial profits.  

Not only the immigrants profited from the land availability, the Americans also were in 

need for newcomers for a set of reasons. The Americans planned to conquer the western 

unsettled territories and establish new states to expand the country. To do so, they needed to 

populate those large virgin lands with people, and that was not possible without attracting 

considerable numbers of European immigrants who were already having strong factors that 

pushed them out of their countries. The new settlers were asked to cultivate the lands and 
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develop a large scale agricultural economy which would generate profits for the nation by 

increasing the national production as well as the exportations towards new markets. Selling the 

lands, even though at low prices, would also generate funds necessary to help reduce the national 

debt. But the process of opening up the western lands to immigrants was the center of debate 

among the political class before it was adopted. 

The biggest issue that faced the American federal authorities was the way they had to 

deal with the huge lands acquired after the independence; much of the lands were public lands, 

therefore the Congress had less power to handle such a controversial issue. The debate was 

intense over the 1.9 billion acres that the United States covered by 1860.
176

 There were two 

opposing political views, one favoring selling the lands at lower prices or even giving access to 

them for free to attract the maximum number of settlers, whereas the other privileged a less 

liberal land policy with high prices to limit the settlements westward. Advocates of the liberal 

land policy supported their choice by the fact that land grants or selling it at low prices would 

attract bigger number of immigrants and sufficient laborers and settlers hoping to become 

landowners. Such numbers would populate the West as planned by the decision-makers. In 

addition, granting more people access to land would forcibly encourage internal migration from 

crowded industrial cities which would result in less pressure on the labor market especially in the 

southeastern states.  

On the other hand, there was another view supporting selling land at high prices and 

reducing the pace of settlement in the western territories. Such position relied, as stated by 

Engerman and Sokoloff, on the arguments presented by two well-known economists: the 

American Henry Charles Carey and the Englishman Edward Gibbon Wakefield.
177

 They 

believed in selling the lands at high prices in order to restrict access to western territories and 

decrease the settlements. They were not against immigrants, but rather against attracting them 

towards new parts of the country. They believed that the real benefit lies in guaranteeing larger 

concentrations of labor in the old established areas while at the same time limiting expansion to 

new territories by increasing the price of the lands.
178

 Such divergence created a conflicting 

debate over the land policy that the government would adopt; the choice was between a liberal 
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land policy with a rapid settlement in the western territories and a restrictive one with limited 

westward expansion.        

The pre-Civil War land policy was not as liberal as many Americans desired. There were 

several legislations that intended to make access to land less difficult but they did little to attract 

big numbers of settlers due to many reasons. The following table gives an overview about the 

U.S. land laws in the period 1785 to 1854: 

 

Year 

 

Law 

Price/

acre 

Price*/ 

Minimum 

acreage 

Price*/ 

maximum 

acreage 

Conditions and 

Terms 

1785 Land Ordinance of 1785 $1 $640/ 640 

acres 

none  Cash 

1787 Northwest Ordinance of 

1787    

$1 $640/ 640 

acres 

none ½ cash, balance in 3 

months 
1796 Land Act of 1796   $2 $1280/ 

640 acres 

none ½ in 30 days, balance in 

1 year 

1800  Harrison Land Act $2 $640/ 320 

acres 

none ¼ in 30 days, balance in 

3 years at 6% 

1804   Land Act of 1804 $2 $320/ 160 

acres 

none $1.64/acre for cash; 

credit 

1820  Land Act of 1820 $1.25 $100/ 80 

acres 

none cash only 

1830 Preemption Act of 1830  $1.25  $200/ 160 

acres 

permits squatters to 

purchase 

1832  Land Act of 1832 $1.25 $50/ 40 

acres 

none cash only 

1841  General Preemption Act of 

1841 

$1.25 $50/ 40 

acres 

$200/ 160 

acres 

Preemption only. Cash. 

1854    Graduation Act $0.125 40 acres none price progressively 

reduced on unsold 

- Price*is not included in the original table. 

Table 3.1.      Significant Public Land Laws, United States, 1785-1854
179

 

 

The table shows the evolution of the U.S. land policy in the antebellum period. It is worth 

mentioning that the data provided suggest that such evolution had an impact on two essential 

elements: price and size of the land. The price decreased from $2 in 1796 to $1.25 in 1841. It is 

crystal clear that the policy adopted by Congress relied on decreasing the cost of the lands 

through minimizing their size; the minimum size of the sold parcels dropped from 640 acres in 

1785 to only 40 acres in 1854. Consequently, an individual could purchase a land at $50 in 1832 

compared with $1280 in 1796. In the period 1785 to 1820, the prices were high and not all 

people were able to buy lands. Engerman and Sokoloff mentioned that the government gave 
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bank facilities to purchasers by 1796 but the panic of 1819 put an end to such a policy.
180

 After 

1820, the government aimed to liberalize the land policy to make access to land easier through 

reducing the size of the plot and its price.  

 The issue of land policy became a source of division in the country after the United States 

defeated Mexico in 1848 and annexed the huge territories in the West. Soon after the U.S. 

triumph in the war, questions of whether the new territories would be pro- or anti-slavery. After 

the United States gained more territories reaching the Pacific Ocean, the debate increased over 

the expansion of slavery to those regions. But although the country was in an intense situation in 

1850s, all the parties agreed upon the necessity to develop the Western territories. There was an 

urging need to populate the areas in order to cultivate the lands and flourish its economy. The 

main concern was to attract sufficient settlers, especially European immigrants, to rush into 

soon-to-become American states. Therefore, demands increased for a liberal land policy through 

which access to land would be much easier for individuals who decide to settle and live on it. 

This position was even supported by many Easterners for attracting internal immigrants would 

make of their industrial cities less crowded and would reduce pressure on the overwhelmed job 

market. On the other hand, some Northern industrialists feared economic downturn and opposed 

opening up the West for settlement for they would lose the low-priced laborers. The Northerners, 

however, were skeptical about the desire of the Southerners to spread their policy based on 

slavery, whereas the latter feared that the acquisition of lands by small farmers not committed to 

slavery would undermine the political balance of the Union. It was apparent that each side 

defended its interest and compromise was far to be reached. Thus, the way the West was to be 

exploited became a national challenge as sectionalism prevailed.  

 As demands to issue new homesteading laws providing free lands to settlers in the West 

grew, little political action succeeded. The Senate rejected three homestead bills in 1844, 1852, 

1854, and 1859 passed in the House. The discord between the South and North over the land 

question could finally be solved when the House and Senate passed the 1860 compromise bill, 

but the legislation was vetoed by President James Buchanan (1857-61) who, according to 

Stephen Stathis, believed that the bill “ (1) did not require foreign applicants to be the head of the 

household if they declared their intention to become a citizen, (2) Congress constitutionality did 

not have the right to donate lands to individuals or to states, and (3) the price of 25 cents per acre 

was too low given that earlier settlers had paid $1.25 per acre for their land.” 
181

 The 1860 
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elections brought Abraham Lincoln (1861-1865) as President along with the Republican majority 

in both the House and Senate. This political change triggered harsh reaction from the 

Southerners who knew that homestead legislation became inevitable. The issue took another 

dimension when the Southern States seceded from the Union and the Civil War began in 1861. It 

is worth noting that with the Southern fervent opponents leaving Congress, the Act was 

effortlessly passed in May 1862 and went into effect January 1, 1863. The Act made millions of 

acres of lands of public domain accessible for ownership to private individuals except land in the 

Thirteen Original States and the states of Tennessee, Vermont, Maine, Texas, and West 

Virginia.
182

 

 The Homestead Act of 1862 made it possible for eligible individuals to acquire “one 

quarter section
183

 or a less quantity of unappropriated public lands.”
184

 It set the requirements for 

a given category of persons who could pretend to own a homestead in the western territories. 

Any head of a family or anyone who was at least twenty-one years old (women could also 

apply), whether they were U.S. citizen or intended citizen, who served in the U.S. army or navy, 

and who had never fought against the United States government or provided any sort of aid to its 

enemies was an eligible beneficiary of a free 160 acres of land. Moreover, the legislation 

“established a three-fold homestead acquisition process: filing an application, improving the 

land, and filing for deed of title” 
185

 At first, eligible individuals file an application to benefit 

from the Act. Then, they should reside permanently on the homestead for a period of 5 years and 

cultivate the land. Finally, when the period is over the homesteader could ask for the land title 

after providing a residency proof.   

Bradsher believes that the Homestead Act “was responsible for helping settle much of the 

American West.”
186

 The implications of such a liberal land policy on the movement of people 

westward were important. Navarro stated that the act created “more than 720,000 farms totaling 

100,000,000 acres by 1904.”
187

 The goal behind the land law was to populate the territories, 

grow the nation’s economy, and establish new states to join the Union. Thus, in order for the law 
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to succeed, the Americans needed the influx of big numbers of European immigrants given the 

fact that the internal migration would not be sufficient. The law was made in a way that fitted the 

admission of not only American citizens, but also new immigrants who would own a land and 

settle for a period of time sufficient for them to apply for citizenship and become Americans as 

guaranteed by the naturalization laws. Therefore, the land distribution was a policy adopted by 

the United States to attract immigrants from Europe to serve in the rise of the nation’s economic 

wheel and facilitate the expansionist strategy to the West.  

The role that the Homestead Act played in promoting immigration is tackled by Historian 

Blake Bell
188

 who analyzed the congressional debates and the language used in writing the Act. 

In an article entitled “America’s Invitation to the World: Was the Homestead Act the First 

Accommodating Immigration Legislation in the United States?” Blake states that the act was an 

immigration law more than a land law.
189

 During the debates, the Congressmen’s intention was 

to attract immigrants to grow the nation’s western wild lands and improve the economy, thus, 

they allowed immigrants to benefit from free lands because they were in need of settlers. 

According to Blake, they used the land law to pull European immigrants to the country. They 

believed “a liberal policy of the homestead bill should be adopted to invite immigration to the 

west; at which point the population increase would create new towns, cities, and eventually 

states.”
190

 Their desire to attract more European settlers coincided with the hard conditions the 

latter were having, and which the policymakers knew perfectly. One congressman argued that 

“bread is high, employment scarce, wages are low in Europe, and there will be a tide of men 

flowing into our country that will give value to those lands.”
191

 One can only say that the 

immigration policy of the country, at least in the decades following the Homestead Act, was 

shaped by the economic plans that the country aimed to reach.    

As far as the language used in the writing of the Act is concerned, Blake believes that the 

legislation was shaped to meet the requirements of citizenship. Section one which said “That any 

person who is... a citizen of the United States, or who shall have filed his declaration of intention 

to become such,”
192

 stated clearly that the applicant who was not an American citizen should 
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apply for citizenship to fit the requirements of the homestead. The act required the homesteaders 

to reside for a period of 5 years, as mentioned in section two, which was also the required time to 

get the U.S. Citizenship. For Blake, the Act was not an ordinary one, it “was the first of its kind 

to accommodate immigration and provide the necessary requirements for naturalization.”
193

 It 

not only provided free land for the immigrants, but it also helped them become American 

citizens. 

The impact of the Act on the peopling of the western territories was rapid. Migrants 

started pouring and there was a jump in the population; it is estimated that the population 

doubled in the states and territories west of the Missouri River in the decade 1860-70 from 

759,860 to 1,492,092.
194

 Homesteaders rushed into those areas soon after issuing the Act, and 

some regions succeeded to attract considerable number of homestead claims. The following 

figure gives more details about the number of successful claims in the western states and 

territories: 

 

Figure 3.1.Total Number or Successful Claims
195

 

                                                                                                                                                             
 
193

 
193

 Blake Bell, op. cit. 
194

 Ibid. 
195

 https://www.nps.gov/home/learn/historyculture/upload/Claims%20graph.pdf  

https://www.nps.gov/home/learn/historyculture/upload/Claims%20graph.pdf


 

117 

 

The top-five states that received the highest number of successful claims were Montana, North 

Dakota, Colorado, Nebraska, and Oklahoma; they received more than one-third (581,507) of the 

total claims (1,585,554). The following table gives the evolution of the population in these five 

states:  

States 1860 1870 1880 1890 1900 1910 1920 

Montana // 20,595 39,159 132,159 243,329 376,053 548,889 

 

North 

Dakota 

// 2,405 36,909 190,983 319,146 577,056 646,872 

Colorado 34,277 39,864 194,327 412,198 539,700 799,024 939,629 

 

Nebraska 28,841 122,993 452,402 1,058,910 1,066,300 1,192,214 1,296,372 

 

Oklahoma // // // 61,834 790,391 1,657,155 2,028,283 

 
Table 3.2. Total population of the top-five states that received the highest number of successful claims 

1860-1920
196

 

A sharp increase in population number after is noticed the homestead legislation. For instance, 

Nebraska saw its population grow to reach 1.3 million six decades after the Act. Oklahoma 

witnessed an even faster growth to exceed 2 million inhabitants. Luebke emphasized on the fact 

that massive numbers of European immigrants moved westward in the nineteenth century; by 

1900, the percentage of foreign-born individuals present in the West was 20.7% which was 

above the national average of 13.6% with North Dakota as the state with the highest rate of 

35.4%.
197

 Furthermore, when including the immigrants and their children born in the United 

States, the proportions increase significantly; North Dakota topped the western states and 

territories with 71.3% of its population being first- and second-generation immigrants, whereas 

South Dakota, Nebraska, Montana, Wyoming, Colorado, Utah, Nevada Washington, and 

California surpassed the national proportion of 32.1%.
198

 The land policy was successful in 

attracting big numbers of European immigrants, especially from Western Europe (Germans, 

Norwegians, and British) who, as stated in chapter two, included a significant proportion of 
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farmers and farm laborers dreaming of owning land in the United States. Thomas Walker Page 

believes that the “United States land system was without parallel in history.”
199

 The homestead 

laws had an important impact on the growth of the U.S. economy and the development of the 

country which witnessed, as Bradsher stated, “its greatest period of agricultural expansion … 

between   1860 and 1920.”
200

 

3.2.4. Industrial Growth and Economic Opportunities   

 The expansion of the American territories to the western Pacific coast became a reality by 

mid-nineteenth century; the United States and Great Britain reached an agreement about the 

disputed vast territory of Oregon. The issue was settled through the Oregon Treaty of 1846 

which set the frontier line with Canada and gave the United States access to the northwestern 

coastline. Two years later, the 1848 Guadalupe Hidalgo Treaty with Mexico extended the 

American western territorial gains to include areas stretching to the southwestern oceanfront. 

Though the country annexed many territories in the West, the infrastructure in such areas was 

poor compared with the eastern states. The westward expansion necessitated huge efforts to link 

the east with the west in order to facilitate any attempts to populate and improve the economy as 

well as the movement of people.  

In 1862, the same year which witnessed the passage of the Homestead Act, Congress 

issued the controversial Pacific Railroad Act. The project of building a transcontinental railroad 

did trigger a great deal of debate and division between the South and North before it was passed. 

Though the need to build a railroad that connected the east coast with the west coast of the 

country and which would accelerate the development of the newly acquired territories was 

highly appreciated by the Southerners as well as the Northerners, the disagreement was about the 

route that the project should follow as both parties refused any compromise. The Northerners 

favored a central route stretching from Nebraska to California whereas the Southerners backed a 

proposition of building a railroad that crossed the Southern part of the country from Texas to Los 

Angeles, California. The Act had to wait several years because no arrangement was reached in 

Congress; it was not until the Southern States seceded from the Union that their proposed route 

was dismissed and the Act was finally signed into law by President Abraham Lincoln on July 1.  
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Map 3.1. First American Transcontinental Railroad 

 

https://www.zionsbank.com/community/economics/market-snapshot/2019/economic-snapshot-may-2019/ 

 The Pacific Railroad Act 1862, or An Act to aid in the Construction of a Railroad and 

Telegraph Line from the Missouri River to the Pacific Ocean, and to secure to the Government 

the Use of the same for Postal, Military, and Other Purposes, and its amendments of 1864, 1865, 

provided financial support and massive land grants to the railroad companies for the construction 

of the first American transatlantic railroad. The two companies that were in charge of the project 

were the Union Pacific Railroad, which had to extend the railway line westward from Omaha, 

Nebraska, and the Central Pacific Railroad with the objective of building the second part 

eastward starting from Sacramento, California. The two lines met in 1869 in Ogden, Utah which 

marked the end of America’s first transcontinental railroad (see map 3.1).  

The purpose of constructing a transcontinental railroad was to populate the West and 

develop its economy through connecting it with the East to facilitate the movement of needed 

settlers and workers and the building of an economic liaison indispensable for maintaining close 

contact with the wester annexed territories. It was also essential to sustain the Homestead 

legislation through easing the movement and transportation of homesteaders and their needs to 

improve agriculture as intended by the law. There was a political support for the project mainly 

from the Republican Party which, as Bernard stated, defended a strong federal immigration 

policy.
201

 The railroad was so important to the country that the federal government granted the 
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“best land”
202

 to the railway companies; the purpose behind that liberal policy was to encourage 

the companies to work and then immigrants and economic improvement would follow. Besides, 

the companies could attract workers and immigrants especially from Western Europe through 

selling small plots of land at inexpensive prices.
203

 

By the end of the century, many other railroad lines were built by different railroad 

companies, and the track mileage increased significantly to reach 200.000 miles by 1900.
204

 

Without the assistance of the federal government, the railroad projects would have faced huge 

obstacles because the companies were unable to finance them. Thus, some of the lands granted 

were sold to generate funds to build the railroads. The following map shows the amount of land 

granted by the federal government and on which the railroads were constructed:    

Map 3.2. U.S. Land Grants to Transcontinental Railroads 

 

https://www.antiquemapsandprints.com/usa-land-grants-to-transcontinental-railroads-sketch-map-1942-

65472-p.asp 

One can say that the federal government reinforced its liberal land policy for the sole objective 

of attracting migrants to the West for they are indispensable for the settlement and the 

development of the unpopulated territories. The companies did their best to encourage internal 
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and external migration due to the economic importance of immigrants. The U.S. policy vis-à-vis 

immigration was shaped by the economic demands of the era. Populating the cities and states of 

the West and Midwest would improve the economy and thus generate profits. Theodore C. 

Blegen pointed out that absorbing significant numbers of European settlers in the Northwestern  

states “meant greater wealth, exploitation of resources, larger assessments, the erection of public 

buildings, the establishment of public institutions, greater expenditures for state improvements,-

in brief, prosperity and growth.”
205

 The railroad companies also contributed in that policy by 

reducing the prices and providing transportation for the internal migrant workers travelling 

westward. The main issue was how to attract massive numbers of Europeans to immigrate to the 

United States, and precisely to the West. 

 Providing cheap transportation and lands at low prices was not enough to bring workers 

from Europe; the labor shortage persuaded the states and the companies to work actively in order 

to convince the Europeans to immigrate. To do so, advertising campaigns were organized in 

eastern ports like in New York where railroad agents used to recruit newcomers and propose 

labor contracts in the western railroad construction. Bernard pointed out that “33 state and 

territorial governments established immigration offices to attract newcomers.”
206

 Their policy of 

attracting European hands rested on the publication and distribution of pamphlets describing the 

bounties of each state or territory. The main themes of such pamphlets were about the abundance 

of work, the possibility to get free land or at low prices, and the mild climate that characterized 

the region and which was advantageous for living as well as for agriculture. In order to attract 

more settlers, the work of the agents was extended to operate on European soil because, as 

Blegen stated, it was “concluded that the pamphlets would be of more value distributed in 

Europe than in New York, for the immigrants after arrival were too busy to read.”
207

 The agents 

were active in many Northern and Western European countries like England, Ireland, Germany, 

Sweden, and Norway. In addition to the pamphlets, newspaper advertisements were published on 

a regular basis; the purpose was to explain the opportunities and the better life the immigrants 

along with their families could get, in addition to religious and political freedom compared with 

the European bad conditions. Given the fact that the pamphlets addressed different European 

peoples, they were published in several local European languages like English, welsh, German, 
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Dutch, Norwegian, and Swedish to target the maximum number of readers, and thus the 

maximum number of potential immigrants especially from Northern and Western Europe. 

 The westerners engaged in a fierce competition to attract the bigger number of European 

settlers. This was noticed in the way they advertised for their states and territories. The latter 

printed hundreds of thousands of pamphlets and sent them to Europe in different languages. It is 

worthy to note that the pamphlets centered on the better opportunities in the United States, 

especially the Midwest, compared with Europe, and each state/territory highlighted the most 

attractive assets present in their region and tried to convince people to immigrate. For instance, 

in a pamphlet that Iowa published in 1870, the state spoke about the beautiful climate especially 

in summer, and how a European immigrant could become a landowner and live a quiet life 

unlike Europe where they would remain a simple laborer.
208

 On its side, Minnesota stressed on 

the quality of life that the state offers to the settlers; its pamphlet   “pointed out that its death rate 

was only a fourth or a third of that in Europe,” and that it was time for the Europeans to leave the 

Old World with its dark side and embrace the promising opportunities of the New.
209

 It is 

undeniable that the advertisement policy adopted by the state and territorial governments in the 

second half of the nineteenth century had a positive impact on the number of the European 

newcomers, and especially on the process of populating the West. I agree with Blegen who 

pointed out that “these state activities constituted one cause, though perhaps a minor one, for the 

great swelling of the volume of immigration in the seventies and eighties, especially from 

Germany, Norway, and Sweden.” In fact, no matter how significant the impact of such policies 

was, they unquestionably contributed along with the formerly mentioned factors in the shaping 

of the U.S. immigration policy. 

3.2.5.  Immigrants to Fuel the Second American Industrial Revolution 

 The 1862 Homestead Act and Railroad Acts were the bedrock of a federal policy aiming 

at making of the West a reproduction of the Northern model. The first step consisted of peopling 

the region through land distribution, and simultaneously building the infrastructure needed for 

such transformation. People, among them big numbers of immigrants, poured into the West 

driven by pure economic motives. As noted earlier, the government did not require the American 

citizenship to grant a land, nor did the railroad companies to sell their land to immigrants at low 

and competitive prices. The strategy adopted meant to develop the West by attracting sufficient 

                                                 
208

 William S. Bernard, Op. cit, 55.   
209

 Ibid, 55-56.   



 

123 

 

hands from Europe through solving their issues of poverty, scarcity of land, and lack of 

economic opportunities at home by providing them with the possibility to be landowners and 

improving their economic conditions. 

 In the first decades after the Civil War, the country would be determined as agrarian more 

than industrial. The impact of the American land policy was rapid; the country’s agricultural 

expansion reached a historic 225 million acres of land cultivated only in the period 1870 to 

1900.
210

 White pointed out that agriculture remained the most important share of the economy 

till 1880 when it was surpassed by commerce with 29% of the gross national product GNP 

compared with 28% for agriculture.
211

 In 1890, the share dropped more and agriculture 

constituted 19 % compared with 30 % for manufacturing and mining which might seem a decline 

of agricultural economy but, in fact, it was a rise of the industrial sectors of the country.
212

 The 

last decades of the century witnessed an accelerated growth in the industrial wheel of the United 

States especially with the expansion to the West. Kevin Hillstrom and Laurie Collier Hillstrom 

mentioned that prior to the industrial age, the United States was a country “with an 

overwhelmingly rural character and a subsistence-oriented economy,”
213

 but it was transformed 

into an urban and industrial one by the first decades of the twentieth century. 

 Though the American industrialization started right after the independence, it took the 

nation almost one century to reach industrial maturity. Historians divide the industrial movement 

in the United States to two phases; the First Industrial Revolution took place in pre-Civil War era 

and witnessed the first steps of the country, mainly the Northeastern States, towards urbanization 

and a factory-based economic system. But the real industrial boom happened in the late 

nineteenth century and beginning of the twentieth when the United States became the first 

industrial country in the world.
214

 This period, from around 1870 to 1920, is defined by 

historians as the Second Industrial Revolution. Unlike Britain and some Western European 

countries, the industrialization of the United States took a long time to occur; the U.S. economy 
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evolved from agrarian to industrial throughout the nineteenth century and witnessed its highest 

acceleration in the last decades of the same century. 

 The U.S. economy grew rapidly by the end of the nineteenth century and the first decades 

of the twentieth; Dinnerstein et al. stated that the “national wealth practically doubled in the first 

decade of the twentieth century while the worth of foreign investments multiplied fivefold 

between 1897 and 1914.”
215

 Such transformation of the U.S. economy was accompanied by a 

workforce shift from predominant agricultural labor force by 1860 to nonagricultural majority by 

1920. The following chart gives an idea about the transition of the U.S workforce in the period 

1880-1920: 

 

Figure 3.2. Industrial Structure of Workforce: 1880-1920.
216
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As the figure shows, there was a decline in the agricultural labor force from 48% in 1880 to only 

25% in 1920. On the other hand, all the eight industrial sectors witnessed slight increase except 

for manufacturing which saw its share of the workforce rise to comprise one-quarter and equal 

that of agriculture.  Dinnerstein et al. stated that the number of workers hired in that period was 

spectacular; the number of workers employed in factories, mines, construction, and 

transportation jumped from 8 million in 1890 to 15 million in 1910.
217

 This big number of 

workers was necessary for the growth of the country’s economy and could by no means be 

provided by the existing American population. It was thanks to the mass immigration from 

Europe that the industrial sectors could solve the issue of labor shortage and the country saw its 

economy flourish.      

It was due to the massive numbers of Eastern and Southern European immigrants that the 

United States industrial revolution could thrive and become a model. As shown in the second 

chapter, the millions of newcomers chose to settle mainly in cities rather than in rural areas; they 

were attracted by the job opportunities offered by the industrial sector. Undeniably, Hirshman 

and Mogford mentioned that the immigrants and their descendants constituted the backbone of 

the country’s industry as they represented more than 50% of the American labor force in 1920.
218

 

The role that the immigrants played in industry was very important; by the first decades of the 

twentieth century, the industrial labor force was almost wholly reliant on the immigrant hands, 

and it is claimed that immigration labor contributed massively in the rise of the American 

industrial revolution from 1880 to 1920.
219

 

The importance of the immigrant labor comes from the fact that a large proportion of 

them were unskilled. In fact, the industrial revolution “is fundamentally linked with the rise of 

factories and the decline of skilled artisans in manufacturing.”
220

 In the first decades of the 

nineteenth century, the industry of the country was at its first stages and was not developed much 

to require big numbers of workers. In addition, and as discussed in chapter two, the structure of 

the first European wave of immigration played an important role; the Northern and Western 

European immigrants who had an agriculture-based profile were absorbed by the rural and 

agricultural economy which was widespread in that period. Moreover, many of them, especially 

                                                 
217

 Leonard Dinnerstein, Roger L. Nichols, David M. Reimers, op. cit.  
218

 Charles Hirschman and Elizabeth Mogford. Op. cit., 897. 
219

 Ibid, 917. 
220

 Sukkoo Kim, “Immigration, Industrial Revolution and Urban Growth in the United States, 1820-1920: Factor 

Endowments, Technology and Geography,” National Bureau of Economic Research, January 2007, pp. 1-47, 

https://doi.org/10.3386/w12900, 2. 



 

126 

 

from England, were skilled artisans who escaped from their countries because they could not 

compete with the factory-based economy that emerged at that period. Therefore, immigration 

was not a helping factor to industry at that epoch of American history.
221

 On the other hand, 

Maldwyn pointed out that the immigrants coming from Eastern and Southern Europe avoided 

farming and preferred the cities and opted for factory jobs in the East and Middle West.
222

 As the 

size of eastern and Southern European immigration was huge, it provided a significant number of 

unskilled workers who were indispensable for the growth of manufacturing economy and for the 

rise of the Second Industrial Revolution. Wright noted that the workers who put the United 

States on top of the industrial countries were not the “well-educated native-born Americans,” but 

rather the low-educated unskilled immigrants without whom the industry would not develop at 

the same pace it did.
223

    

The reliance of the American Industrial Revolution on unskilled labor raises an important 

question about how the industry would develop if the unskilled immigrants were not available in 

sufficient numbers. Undoubtedly, it would follow a different path. The Americans were aware of 

the importance the influx of the workers from Europe would bring to their economy; hence “the 

United States did open every possible avenue to emigration from abroad, and immigrants indeed 

‘flocked’ from Europe.”
224

 They adopted an open immigration policy fueled by their huge need 

for unskilled labor. All what mattered was the hands required to run the wheels of industry, thus 

they admitted millions of immigrants in a few decades regardless of their country of origin. 

Hillstrom pointed out that “the demand after the 1880s was almost exclusively for unskilled 

workers to fill the growing number of factory jobs that emerged as a result of the Industrial 

Revolution in the United States.”
225

 On the other side, the immigrants were pulled by the 

opportunities offered by the American factories as the firms in the United States gave the highest 

salaries in the world.
226

   

The immigration policy of the nineteenth century and beginning of the twentieth was 

driven by a combination of different factors which all contributed to shape an open strategy 

based on recruiting the maximum number of workers who were needed in the growth of the 

expansion of the country as well as the growth of the economy. In fact, the need for settlers and 
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laborers persuaded both the government and the companies to adopt attractive measures to 

influence the coming of European immigrants. The liberal land policy, the advertisement made 

by the immigration agencies and the railroad companies, in addition to the desire of the 

industrialists to import cheap labor molded the U.S. immigration policy for most of the 

nineteenth century and the first decades of the next century.  

3.3. Federal Immigration Control: From Regulation to Restriction (1875-

1965) 

The rise of mass immigration to the United States in the nineteenth and beginning of 

twentieth centuries resulted in the exodus of millions of people from different countries. Besides 

their dissimilar ethnic and racial origins, the newcomers brought their diverse economic, social, 

cultural, religious, and political backgrounds. Through time, nativism against some groups grew 

fueled mainly by the impact that such groups had on the native-born. If during much of the 

nineteenth century, xenophobic attitudes were directed to the Irish paupers in the Eastern 

seaboard and the Chinese cheap labor in the Western states, the end of the century and the 

beginning of the new witnessed fervent activism against the immigrants from Eastern and 

Southern Europe who were accused of jeopardizing the American society. In such a tense 

situation, reaction from Congress was inevitable.   

3.3.1. Rise of Nativism, Early States’ Policies, and The Shift of 

Immigration Control from Local to Federal (1830s-1870s) 

 As noted in chapter one, anti-immigrant sentiments had been present in colonial times. 

Economic, racial, and religious motives fueled nativist attitudes against newcomers who were 

considered as a source of issues for the established host society. The rise of the dominant White 

Anglo-Saxon Protestant model as the unique path for assimilation into American mainstream 

reduced the status of any other racially, ethnically, or religiously distinct group. Unsurprisingly, 

Nativism against immigrants continued after the independence for the same factors; among these 

factors the rise of Catholicism in the country as a result of immigration from Ireland by the first 

half of the nineteenth century. Maldwyn pointed out that hostility towards non-Protestant 

Christians originated from the fact that many Americans believed that the Catholic Church was 

against political freedom and free government.
227

 The immigrants’ cultural and political beliefs 

were also another source of fear for the established Americans; the fact that immigrants had 

different cultural and linguistic backgrounds raised anxieties about their assimilation. 
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Furthermore, though it had not been as important as it was in the end of the nineteenth and 

beginning of the twentieth centuries, the economic impact that the foreigners were thought to 

have on the Americans constituted an additional reason for the pre-Civil War nativist attitudes. 

The newcomers were accused of being responsible for the reasons behind the rise of 

unemployment rates and the decrease of the wages because of their economic competition. 

Dinnerstein et al. mentioned that from time to time in the 1830s and 1840s, the foreigners “have 

been labeled as the causes of the national difficulties.”
228

 The tensions grew more in the second 

half of the nineteenth century when the country expanded westward and massive numbers of 

immigrants arrived. 

Nativism is best symbolized in the anti-Irish sentiments which took another dimension at 

the eve of the Irish Great Famine. If the nativist hostility against Irish sprang in 1830s, the late 

1840s witnessed another wave of antagonism toward the large numbers of poor Irish. The 

American nativists accused the Irish assisted paupers as being responsible for the deteriorating 

economic situation of the American working men. The Irish were blamed for the labor 

competition which resulted in low wages because the immigrants were very poor and accepted 

cheaper salaries. Hidetaka noted that the decline of the American workers’ wages and social 

status was the outcome of the industrial transition of the country which transformed the 

Americans into “factory-based wage labor,” and blaming the poor laborers from Europe was the 

excuse used by nativists to justify that declining economic condition.
229

 The nativists demanded 

a reaction from the states’ legislators to restrain European pauper immigration to curb their 

negative impact on the labor market. Some states like Massachusetts and New York started 

deporting the pauper passengers coming from Europe to their home country.
230

 For instance, the 

Alien Passengers Act issued by Massachusetts on 20 April 1837, required the immigration 

officers to examine the passengers of any ship landing at its port or harbor, and in case there 

were passengers “who have been paupers in any other country,” such passengers were not 

allowed to land.
231

. Hidetaka believes that the “American states’ laws for restricting the 

admission of destitute outsiders and banishing them increasingly assumed the character of 
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immigration control, rather than the regulation of domestic pauperism.”
232

 The states’ policy 

against pauperism is driven by the fact that the more the pauper immigrants settle, the more the 

states had to spend on them because they become a public charge. Though the states needed 

European laborers, they excluded some of them because they could be an economic burden on 

their treasury. It is worth noting that the sates’ exclusionary policies targeted only a category of 

immigrants, but the control did little to alter the flow of needed immigration from Ireland as 

massive numbers arrived during the years of the potato famine which helped form another type 

of nativist activism.   

 The rise of political nativist movements in mid-nineteenth century reached its peak with 

the creation of an anti-immigrant political party: the American Party or best known as the Know 

Nothing Party.
233

 The party gained support and popularity among anti-foreigners in the eastern 

states in the early years of 1850s. The party’s political program rested on rejecting all what was 

Catholic and foreigner to America. The Know Nothings asked for the modification of the 

naturalization laws through extending the required period for citizenship to twenty-one years. In 

addition, they proposed to prevent the foreign-born from holding high positions in the country 

and cut the road for certain categories of undesirable immigrants like “paupers, criminals, idiots, 

lunatics, insane persons, and the blind.”
234

 The party grew rapidly to exceed a million adherents 

and succeeded to elect twelve governors and more than 100 representatives in 1855.
235

 The 

growth of the know nothings persuaded them to push their candidate into the 1856 elections with 

a goal of seeing their contestant as president of the United States. The party lost in the elections 

as the opponent parties, the Democratic Party and the newly founded Republican Party, focused 

on the crucial issue of slavery which divided the country and drew the attention of the voters. 

Nativism was much less important than slavery for the Americans for it did not jeopardize the 

future of the Union as slavery did. The popularity of the party fell rapidly especially when the 
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tensions between the South and North increased. The Know Nothing Party was dissolved in 1860 

and most of its members joined the Republican Party.
236

    

During the second half of the nineteenth century, the debate over who was eligible to 

control and shape the U.S. immigration policy was tense; while the federal government was in 

charge of the naturalization process of the new immigrants, the states’ local governments 

controlled immigration to the country. The federal government, for more than three-quarters of 

the nineteenth century, issued many acts on what concerns who and how to be eligible for 

American citizenship. It did not clearly interfere in who was to be admitted as lawful permanent 

resident in the country. However, the states had that mission. In fact, the states’ control of 

immigration was not quite different from that of the colonial period; they adopted practically a 

free and open policy and that was for pure economic reasons. Their goal was to attract the 

workers needed in the expanding country and in its economy. It was, otherwise stated, a 

continuous strategy aiming at providing the country with the European hands, just as they did in 

the previous century. Throughout the century, there was a debate over whether immigration 

should be regulated at state level or at the federal one. For much of the nineteenth century, the 

states controlled immigration, but by the last decades, the federal government, with the help of 

some events that happened in the country, took some steps that affected the process of 

immigration regulation and helped it spread its power on the matter as the sole law enforcer.  

 Before dealing with how the federal government took control of immigration, one must 

understand the source of the issue. Right after the independence, the country turned to establish a 

constitution to try to fix the various issues of the country, and assign the states and the federal 

authorities with their respective powers. Nevertheless, the U.S. constitution, which was adopted 

in 1787, did not say much about the regulation of immigration policy. Hence, the states took the 

initiative of regulating their policies because in the constitution Congress is granted the right to 

regulate naturalization only. It is stated in article 1 section 8 of the constitution that “The 

Congress shall have Power … To establish an uniform Rule of Naturalization,”
237

 and therefore 

for the states, it was their job to take control of immigration since the tenth amendment of the 

U.S. constitutions stated clearly that “The powers not delegated to the United States by the 

Constitution, nor prohibited by it to the states, are reserved to the states respectively, or to the 
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people.”
238

 Since then, the debate had been at its utmost; should immigration be regulated by the 

states or at the federal level? Congress passed legislations regulating only naturalization like the 

1790, 1795, 1798, 1802 and the 1870 Naturalization Acts in addition to the fourteenth 

amendment of 1868 that granted citizenship to African-Americans and slaves after the War of 

Secession (1861-1865). As noted earlier, some historians believe that the Homestead Act of 1862 

was an immigration act more than it was a land act, but it surely lacked a legal frame to be 

regarded as a federal immigration law. The very first immigration act issued by the Congress 

was in 1875. The Latter marked the end of the states’ monopoly over immigration control as it 

initiated an up-to-now federal domination over the matter. The control of immigration shifted 

from the local to the federal level. 

 The federal government’s step raises many questions: what is the context that drove the 

Congress to issue such act after near a century of state monopoly? Can immigration be controlled 

by the federal government without affecting the constitutional powers assigned to each party, the 

Congress and the states? The debate has never been over between those claiming for an original 

interpretation of the constitution, and those asking for a more comprehensive understanding of 

the process. It is impossible to end such debate since both parties have their more or less valid 

arguments. In fact, the 1875 Immigration Act was a reaction to some states’ immigration 

legislations that were issued after the Civil War. The states of New York, Louisiana, and 

California made legislations regarded as conflicting choices that interfered in the federal powers 

of the federal government. The contradictory statutes that created issues between the states and 

federal government over their unconstitutionality were brought to light in the 1875 Henderson v. 

Mayor of New York and Chy Lung v. Freeman cases. 

    The statutes were issued in the period following the end of the Civil War in which big 

numbers of Europeans joined the United States. The states feared the new arrivals would be a 

charge on their economy. For the state of New York,  

the statute then directs the mayor, by indorsement on this report, to require the 

owner or consignee of the vessel to give a bond for every passenger so reported, 

in a penalty of $300 … conditioned to indemnify the Commissioners of 

Emigration, and every county, city, and town in the State, against any expense 

for the relief or support of the person named in the bond for four years thereafter; 

but that the owner or consignee may commute such bond, and be relieved from 

giving it, by paying for each passenger, within twenty-four hours after his or her 

landing, the sum of one dollar and fifty cents…etc.
239
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In other words, the state taxed passengers and immigrants travelling on vessels and required the 

master of the ships to pay for them. The state argued that the money collected was directed “to 

protect its cities and towns from the expense of supporting persons who are paupers or diseased, 

or helpless women and children, coming from foreign countries.”
240

 This statute did not last long 

before it created issues to the state. The beginning of the Henderson v. Mayor of New York case 

started when a British ship named Ethiopia arrived in the port of New York coming from 

Glasgow, Scotland. It carried 261 passengers who intended to settle in the country or, for some, 

move to Canada.
241

 Refusing to pay according to the requirements of the New York statute, the 

master of the ship complained and sued the Mayor of New York in the local courts and then 

appealed to the U.S. Supreme Court. After examining the case, the decision of the Court stated 

that the statute of the state of New York regulated international commerce which is an exclusive 

power of the Congress granted by the Constitution; therefore the statute was ruled 

unconstitutional. It went further to state that “whenever the statute of a State invades the domain 

of legislation which belongs exclusively to the Congress of the United States, it is void, no 

matter under what class of powers it may fall, or how closely allied to powers conceded to 

belong to the States.”
242

 According to the Supreme Court, the statute was in conflict with one of 

the exclusive rights of the federal government which meant that it was not the duty of the states 

to regulate such issues with regards to immigration and immigrants, but it was rather a federal 

mission.    

 California, however, did have a legislation of the same nature as the state of New York in 

1775, but unlike the statute of New York, which taxed every passenger onboard the ships coming 

to the state, California statute targeted specific categories of passengers who were identified as 

being ‘Lewd and debauched.’
243

 It was the duty of the immigration commissioner to examine the 

passengers who were not fit according to the statute of the state and, therefore, to be denied entry 

to the country. In the same year, twenty-two Chinese female travelers were identified as ‘lewd 

and debauched’ by an immigration commissioner at the port of San Francisco, and faced 

deportation as the captain of the ship did not accept to give the bond as required by the statute. 

Three women refused to go back to China and appealed the courts’ decisions till their case 

reached the U.S. Supreme Court in what is known as the Chy Lung v. Freeman case. The 

Supreme Courts’ decision came to strengthen the federal government’s power to regulate 
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immigration as it denied the state of California the right to restrict immigration of foreigners to 

the country because it was not authorized by the Constitution. It went further to insist on the fact 

that the state of California did not have any power to regulate commerce, and considered 

denying access to the country to some foreign people and requiring them to pay taxes as an 

infringement of an exclusive power granted to the Congress by the Constitution. Consequently, 

the statute was declared void and unconstitutional. The Henderson v. Mayor of New York and 

Chy Lung v. Freeman decisions strengthened the federal government’s position as the sole 

immigration policymaker.         

 As a matter of fact, when the federal government took control of immigration policy, it 

took some time to make profound changes in the free policy adopted by the states. Immigrants 

continued to pour to the country in spectacular numbers. Congress did issue few acts restricting 

immigration of some categories of people, as will be seen in the following points,  but by the 

third decade of the twentieth century, harsh measures were taken to stop the flow of undesirable 

people and favor the desired ones. Amidst all this transition in policy, the symbolic Ellis Island 

Station was established in January 1892 to mark a historic event in a long history of immigration 

to the United States. To conclude, the nineteenth century immigration policy was based on a free 

and open approach; the states were accepting big numbers of immigrants because they were 

needed to sustain the growing economic and industrial opportunities of the country and the 

expansion towards new territories in the West. After 1775, Congress gained power gradually 

over immigration regulation, but the flow of immigrants, as seen in the second chapter, increased 

till the outbreak of the First World War, which suggests that the federal government kept the 

same open strategy as the states did. Nevertheless, Congress took some measures to regulate or 

restrict the immigration of some categories of undesirables, or a specific group of people like it 

happened in 1882 with the Chinese.   

3.3.2. “The Chinese Must Go” and the Early Federal Restrictive Policy 

1882-1917 

The Civil War and the conflict between the South and North over the issue of slavery did 

draw the attention of the Americans and lowered the anti-immigrant movement in the country. It 

was just a short truce before nativism gained the upper hand once again. Fry stated that the role 

that the Catholics and immigrants played in the Civil War reduced the anti-Catholic and anti-

immigrant sentiment in the following decade, but that was not to last forever as nativists’ 
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activism came back soon under different context and for a given purpose.
244

 The year 1875 

witnessed the enactment of the first federal law regulating immigration; the Page Act, named 

after Horace Page the Californian representative who proposed the bill, banned the importation 

of “any subject of China, Japan, or any Oriental country, without their free and voluntary 

consent, for the purpose of holding them to a term of service.”
245

 The Act forbade the 

recruitment of forced Asian laborers by Americans; it did strengthen the Anti-Coolie Act of 1862 

issued by California legislature which banned the importation of forced Chinese coolies to the 

state as a result of white workers protest. The Page Act also excluded other categories of people 

from immigrating to the United States; the importation of “women for the purposes of 

prostitution” was strictly forbidden in addition to convicts and criminals.
246

 The Act explicitly 

targeted the Chinese immigration to the country. Though it did little to restrict it, it was a step 

towards future exclusionary legislations vis-à-vis Chinese immigrants.  

The Page Act symbolized the American racially motivated nativism against the Chinese. 

The source of anti-Chinese sentiment goes back to the mid nineteenth century when thousands of 

Chinese laborers, just like many other workers from different nationalities, poured into the West 

for economic opportunities. The discovery of gold in California in 1848 drove many people from 

different nationalities to try their luck to make quick fortunes, and obviously the Chinese were 

among the common herd. Soon after, the Chinese workers surpassed the other laborers with their 

mining skills. Ciment and Radzilowski pointed out that the “Chinese soon became the most 

efficient placer miners in California” thanks to their improved techniques.
247

 The Chinese were 

mostly gold miners and the overwhelming majority concentrated in the state of California. When 

the California gold rush ceased to be the door for the American Dream as gold mining declined, 

the Chinese were highly requested in the transcontinental railroad construction. Zhu stated that 

the Chinese accepted low wages that the railroad companies paid to break free from the declining 

gold business and the mounting anti-Chinese nativism in California.
248

  

The Chinese success in gold mining was repeated in railroad building; due to their 

beneficial role, the Central Pacific company recruited more than 10.000 Chinese workers 
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comprising 90% of the company’s work force and even after the transcontinental railroad was 

finished, the other railroad companies engaged in the construction of other lines hired big 

numbers of them due to the reputation they had gained.
249

 The flow of Chinese immigrants 

continued to exceed 100.000 in 1880 with three-quarters of them concentrated in California.
250

 

The rise of the Chinese immigration in 1860s and 1870s is attributed to the federal legislation of 

1864; Congress issued the Act to Encourage Immigration or better known as the Contract Labor 

Act
251

 which allowed American employers to recruit immigrant laborers. The Act was proposed 

and defended by President Abraham Lincoln in 1863 as a solution to the important labor 

shortage that the North underwent during the War of Secession. Under the terms of the Act, the 

American employers were allowed to import works from their foreign countries and pay the 

expenses of the transportation. In return, the law authorized that “emigrants shall pledge the 

wages of their labor for a term not exceeding twelve months, to repay the expenses of their 

emigration”
252

 Briggs goes far to say that the system implemented by the legislation was similar 

to the indentured servitude system of the colonial times, and “Under these conditions, it was very 

difficult for free labor to compete with them.”
253

 Therefore, a nativist reaction against what they 

considered “coolies” was inevitable due to the fact that the American white workers believed 

they were taking their jobs and undermining their economic and social status.     

Nativism against the Chinese witnessed its peak in the two decades following the passage 

of the Act. Bernard claimed that the Chinese were coolie laborers ready to work hard for lower 

wages which was alleged that it would have a negative impact on the white workers’ salaries and 

working situation,
254

 whereas Ciment and Radzilowski assumed that the Chinese workers 

received the same wages as the white workers, and gave the example of the Central Pacific 

Railroad Company which offered the same salary of $35 to both white and Chinese workers.
255

 

Whatever impact the Chinese had on the earnings of the white workers, there was an escalating 
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nativism toward them because their number was relatively big; in 1870s, the Chinese comprised 

25% of the overall working force of the state of California.
256

 Accusing them of being 

responsible of the declining wages and the high rates of unemployment, the white anti-Chinese 

formed the Workingmen's Party of California in 1877. Their slogan was “the Chinese Must Go” 

which explicitly showed that the party’s goal was the restriction of the Chinese immigration and 

the deportation of the existing labor force. Though the anti-Chinese movement was highly active 

only in California, the echo of the nativist sentiment exceeded the borders of the state; Lew-

Williams mentioned that the newspapers reporting the white Californians’ fear of Chinese job 

competition and the violent confrontations that occurred helped intensify the nativist sentiments 

against the Chinese laborers in Oregon and Washington territory though the white workers in 

those territories had little to worry about the Chinese labor competition.
257

 By the late 1870s, the 

need for a federal restrictive measure toward Chinese cheap labor was highly requested by the 

labor organizations which placed all their hopes in the hands of the U.S. Congress. 

Though the federal government was for restrictive actions to settle down the mounting 

nativist antagonism by the late 1870s, there was a diplomatic obstacle that delayed such action. 

The Hayes Administration
258

 did not want to violate the Burlingame Treaty with China in 1868. 

The purpose of the Treaty was to improve the trade relations with the Empire of China. Under 

the Treaty’s terms, the United States guaranteed an unrestricted treatment for the Chinese 

immigrants. Advocates of the Chinese immigration restriction at state level became aware that 

the task became a federal issue. In the decade following the ratification of the Treaty, the 

Western states kept militating for a federal reaction to contain the Chinese threat. Under such 

pressure, Congress adopted the Fifteen Passenger Bill of 1879 which limited the number of 

Chinese passengers to fifteen per every voyage, but President Rutherford B. Hayes vetoed the 

bill because it violated the Treaty.
259

 One year later, the Treaty was repealed in agreement with 

China; the Congress could regulate the Chinese immigration without violation of the 

international agreements between the two countries.  

 In 1882, Congress passed the Chinese Exclusion Act, formally known as “An act to 

execute certain treaty stipulations relating to Chinese,” which was the first plain federal 

restrictive law. The Act suspended the entrance of the Chinese skilled and unskilled laborers to 
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the United States for the following ten years because the government believed that their coming 

“endangers the good order of certain localities within the territory thereof.”
260

 The legislation 

also declared the Chinese ineligible for American citizenship. In 1892, the Geary Act extended 

the exclusion for another ten year period, and then it was made permanent in 1902. The Act 

culminated a tense period of anti-Chinese nativism. It is worthy to note that the United States, 

mainly the Western States, benefited from the Chinese labor, but when they ceased to be 

economically profitable as mines closed and railroad projects ended, they were subject to 

restriction and suspension. The immigration policy towards Chinese immigrants was shaped by 

economic motives; at first, the Chinese were encouraged to immigrate to fill in the economic 

need caused by the labor shortage, and then they became the target of restriction because they 

were thought to endanger the economic status of the white workers. It was not until 1943 that the 

Act was repealed and Chinese could be granted a small quota as will be seen in the next point. 

Nevertheless, the end of the nineteenth and beginning of twentieth centuries witnessed the rise of 

anti-immigrant sentiments after the arrival of millions of Eastern and Southern Europeans. The 

Chinese Exclusion Act was but the first law of a restrictive federal immigration policy which 

reached its peak in the 1920s with the implementation of the controversial National Origins 

Quota System.     

3.3.3. The Door Closes: No More Immigrants… Eastern and Southern 

Immigrants 1917-1965 

The Chinese Exclusion Act was but an early step towards a broader restrictive immigration 

policy. The late nineteenth and early twentieth century immigration from Eastern and Southern 

Europe triggered another wave of anti-immigrant nativism among some Americans. As noted in 

the second chapter, the nature of the newcomers who were less educated and low skilled made 

them different compared with the old immigrants. Paradoxically, they contributed massively in 

the growth of the industrial America not because they were skillful, but it was thanks to their 

unqualified labor. Their economic influence on the country’s economy caused dissatisfaction of 

some labor groups who accused them of being responsible for the decrease of wages and the 

declining economic status. In addition, the fact that they came from dissimilar cultural, political, 

and ideological backgrounds raised anxieties about the impact that they would have on the 

society and national security. 
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 The nativist sentiments started taking shape by the last decade of the nineteenth century 

when the Immigration Restriction League (IRL) was founded in 1894 by some Harvard 

graduates who preached for severe measures to restrict immigration. The League’s aim was to 

preserve what they believed to be the Anglo-Saxon identity of the nation from what they 

considered as the immigrant peril.
261

 The founders believed that immigration was responsible for 

the coming of the worst people to America; according to them, the European unskilled workers 

undermined the country’s welfare which required the support of skilled workers in the League’s 

struggle to restrict immigration.
262

 In their fight to halt the coming of immigrants, Barbara Miller 

Solomon mentioned that in 1895 the argument that the League used to push for a restrictive 

legislation was based on a report issued by the Massachusetts Commission on Unemployment 

which concluded that joblessness was due "in a considerable measure ... to ill-responsible, ill-

advised and ill-adapted immigration."
263

 The report was amid an economic depression that the 

United Sates went through from 1893 to 1897. But the League’s founders decided that it was not 

the economic factor that would lead to immigration restriction, but rather an emphasis on the 

race of the immigrants as they believed that the newcomers from the old countries of 

immigration were superior to those from Eastern and Southern Europe.   

 The desirable people to immigrate to America were described by Prescott F. Hall (1868-

1921), one of the founders of the Immigration Restriction League, who wrote that admitting 

immigrants should not be based on their “ability to perform manual labor,” but on other more 

important qualities like “moral, social, and political.” 264 The main issue which preoccupied the 

League’s founders was who to be admitted and who to be restricted. They clearly favored more 

immigrants from Western and Northern Europe as they believed they were having better 

qualities that made them desirable. Hall inquired about the immigrants that the country should 

admit, he asked “Do we want this country to be peopled by British, German, and Scandinavian 

stock, historically free, energetic, progressive, or by Slav, Latin, and Asiatic races, historically 

down-trodden, atavistic, and stagnant”
265

 Besides his racial distinction, he overtly favored the 

admission of skilled workers and the restriction of what he considered the huge numbers of 

undesirable and unskilled laborers who were settling in the country.     
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 The League’s founders opted for a literacy test restrictive measure by which illiterate 

immigrants would be denied entry to the United States. It was believed that due to the low 

educational level of the Eastern and Southern European immigrants, the measure would certainly 

decrease the number of who successfully pass the test, and simultaneously increase the number 

of immigrants from Western and Eastern Europe. This assumption came from the conclusions 

that the members of the executive committee drew from the reading and writing test applied to a 

number of Eastern and Southern European immigrants at Ellis Island in 1895; according to them, 

there was a "close connection between illiteracy and general undesirability" which would make 

of a literacy test an efficient tool to decrease the number of arrivals from that region.
266

 

 To understand why the IRM focused on a literacy test to evict undesirables from reaching 

the American shores, the following figures were published by the League in 1903 to show the 

illiteracy rates among Eastern and Southern European immigrants in four years from 1900 to 

1903. The data was taken from immigrant races who contributed more than 2.000 immigrants in 

each of the four years, and who were unable to read and write their native language.     

Eastern Europe 

(including Spain 

and Portugal) 

1900 1901 1902 1903 Western 

Europe 

1900 1901 1902 1903 

Spanish -- -- -- 8.9 Scandinavian 0.9 0.8 0.5 0.6 
Magyar 16.8 7.5 13.3 10.5 Scotch -- 1.2 1.2 1.2 
Romanian -- -- 28.3 21.5 Bohemian 

and 

Moravian 

3.0 1.5 1.6 1.2 

Slovak 27.9 30.7 25.9 21.6 English 0.2 1.8 19 1.6 
Greek 17.1 25.5 30.0 27.7 Irish 3.3 3.2 3.9 3.8 
Russian -- -- -- 31.9 Finnish 2.7 2.2 1.4 2.2 
Polish 31.2 37.5 38.4 32.1 French 39 3.9 4.8 3.8 
Croatian and 

Slovenian 
37.4 39.7 42.2 35.2 German 5.8 4.1 5.4 4.6 

Bulgarian, 

Serbian, 

Montenegrin  

-- -- -- 44.7 Dutch and 

Flemish  
9.6 7.8 7.6 6.9 

Lithuanian 31.7 49.8 54.1 46.6 Italian 

(North) 
11.2 15.7 14.4 12.7 

Ruthenian 49.0 53.2 56.4 51.4  

 

 

Average of 

above 

 

 

 

 

4.2 

 

 

 

 

5.6 

 

 

 

 

4.4 

 

 

 

 

3.9 

Italian (South) 54.6 59.1 56.4 51.4 
Portuguese 39.8 63.8 71.6 73.2 

Average of above  

39.8 

 

46.0 

 

44.3 

 

39.7 

Table 3.3.  Illiteracy among Western and Eastern European Immigrants in the United States 1900-1903
267
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The numbers show a clear dissimilarity in terms of educational attainment between the 

immigrant groups. While the Western Europeans displayed from 3.9% to 5.6% of illiterate 

immigrants, the Eastern Europeans (including Spain and Portugal), on the other hand, had much 

higher proportions ranging from 39.8% to 46%. Theoretically, a literacy test would be a good 

restrictive measure to limit the number of immigrants coming from those countries. 

 The fight through which the League succeeded to push for a legislation based on a 

literacy test was not acquired beforehand. They made many attempts which were very close to be 

adopted but were vetoed by some presidents several times. Amidst the fears caused by the 1893-

1897 economic depression, the bill passed in both the House and Senate but was finally vetoed 

by President Grover Cleveland
268

 in 1897 who characterized it as "illiberal, narrow, and un-

American."
269

 Had it been approved, it would have a significant impact on the flow of unskilled 

labor that was highly needed in industry as noted earlier. Not adopting a literacy test avoided the 

economy probable labor shortage that might have had negative impacts on the industrial growth 

of the country. Yet again, the bill failed to pass in 1903 and1907, but amid the debate about the 

adoption of a literacy test, the Naturalization Act of 1906 was passed which required candidates 

to “speak the English language”
270

 as part of the process of naturalization. The Act was a proof 

that the political elite supported the proposal of the League. The bill was reintroduced again in 

1913 and 1915; in both cases, the bill was approved in Congress but vetoed by Presidents Taft
271

 

and Wilson
272

 respectively. It was not until February 1917 that the bill became an act despite the 

veto made by President Wilson, but his veto was overridden.   

Before one can talk about the 1917 Act, it is worthy to note that there was a combination 

of factors that made the League’s goal achievable. As shown previously, the efforts of the 

League to pass such a restrictive measure took more than twenty years to succeed. In the two 

decades following the League’s foundation and before the adoption of the Literacy Test measure, 

there was intense debate over immigration restriction between advocates of a liberal immigration 

policy and their opponents. It is not secret that the class which benefited the most from an open 

policy adopted in the Gilded Age was that of industrialists who were in constant need for 
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unskilled and inexpensive hands. On the other hand, the coming of the progressives by the very 

beginning of the twentieth century was a turning point with regards to the issue of immigration 

restriction. Roger Daniels mentioned that during the Progressive Era, the economic concerns 

were not as important as in the previous era, and “most progressives were not particularly 

sympathetic to either labor or immigrants.”
273

 There was a political determination to achieve 

restrictive measures against immigration; such will was reflected in the political fight that took 

place when the bill was approved by Congress but vetoed by some presidents. However, no one 

can deny the fact that the First Word War had an important impact on the passage of 1917 Act 

for it did create an atmosphere of national patriotism and public mobilization. Oscar Handlin 

stated that with the rise of nationalism in the World War American society, there was no room 

for foreign-born support for it was against the national security; the period was a fertile land for 

the advocates of a restrictionist immigration policy to champion their plans.
274

 Besides, Claudia 

Goldin believes that not only the War fueled restriction, but also “the declining political power 

of Immigrant groups and failing real wages for lower-skilled workers after around 1910 may 

have eventually clinched the vote for restriction.”
275

              

The 1917 literacy test was adopted as part of the Asiatic Barred Zone Act, officially 

known as “An Act To Regulate the Immigration of Aliens to, and the Residence of Aliens in, the 

United States,” which denied entry to other categories of people. In addition to the part that 

required all persons over sixteen years old to pass a literacy test through which they should be 

able to read “not less than thirty nor more than forty words in ordinary use, printed in plainly 

legible type in some one of the various languages or dialects of immigrants”
276

 in order to be 

admitted, the Act also created a list of undesirable immigrants; all those who were “idiots, 

imbeciles, epileptics, insane, alcoholics; paupers, diseased, criminals, polygamists, anarchists, 

prostitutes, contract laborers, deported persons trying to return, and persons likely to become a 

public charge, stowaways”
277

 were not allowed to enter the United States. Furthermore, the Act’s 

third part made most of Asia, except Japan, a so-called Asiatic Barred Zone; in other words, no 

individual from that zone would be admitted as immigrant or for naturalization.  
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 The 1917 legislation meant, as the advocates of immigration restriction claimed, to limit 

the entry of newcomers especially from Eastern and Southern Europe which raises queries about 

its efficiency and impact on post-Act immigration. A comparison between the numbers of 

immigrants before and after the adoption of the Asiatic Barred Zone shows that the Act did little 

to reduce the numbers (see table 3.4).  

 

 

Year 

Total 

European 

Immigration 

Northern and 

Western 

European 

Immigration 

 

Percentage  

Eastern and 

Southern 

European 

Immigration 

 

Percentage  

1911 764.757 202.355 26.5% 562.402 73.5% 

1912 718.875 161.290 22.4% 557.585 77.6% 

1913 1.055.855 182.886 17.3% 872.969 82.7 

1914 1.058.391 164.133 15.5% 894.258 84.5% 

1915 197.919 79.200 40.0% 118.719 60.0% 

1916 145.699 42.340 29.1% 103.359 70.9% 

1917 133.088 38.500 28.9% 94.588 71.1% 

1918 31.063 12.946 41.7% 18.117 58.3% 

1919 24.627 18.039 73.2% 6.588 26.8% 

1920 246.295 86.998 35.3% 159.297 64.7% 

1921 652.364 135.551 20.8% 516.813 79.2% 

Table 3.4. Immigration from Northern and Western Europe, and Eastern and Southern Europe 1911-1921
278

 

  

Logically, the total number of European immigrants dropped significantly during the WWI 

period and mainly after the U.S. involvement. Except for the year 1918 which saw the 

immigrants from Northern and Southern Europe surpass those from the East and South Europe, 

the latter kept their domination even after the War when they reached almost 80% of the total 

European entries to the United States. As far as the numbers are concerned, immigration 

resumed its high influx beginning by 1920 reaching more than 650.000 newcomers in 1921. One 

can only conclude that the literacy test policy failed to limit the number of undesirable 

immigrants since they continued to flow in significant numbers. But how could they come in 

such big numbers despite their low educational level? Handlin pointed out that the Eastern and 

Southern immigrants started to adapt to the new legislation and learned how to read to be able to 

                                                 
278
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pass the test,
279

 whereas Goldin stated that the shipping companies which transported the 

immigrants made the test before accepting to transport them in order to avoid shipping them 

back to their home countries as required by the laws.280
   

The 1917 Act did not succeed to halt immigration as wished by restrictionists, therefore 

more efforts were made to achieve their goal. With the end of the WWI and the rise of 

Communism in Russia and Eastern Europe, the restrictionists accelerated their activism to 

prohibit immigration from that region of Europe. There was a proposal of limiting the number of 

admitted immigrants through applying a system of quotas. It was inspired from the 

recommendations made by the Report of the Dillingham Commission submitted to Congress in 

1911. In addition to the literacy test, the Commission recommended that Congress should 

proceed to “the limitation of each [race] arriving each year to a certain percentage of that race 

arriving during a given period of years."
281

 In addition, it proposed to limit the annual immigrant 

admission due to “economic, moral, and social considerations.”
282

 The political situation that 

arose after the War made it easier for the restrictionists to push for a restrictive legislation based 

on the recommendations of the Dillingham Commission.  

The second decade of the twentieth century witnessed many events that made immigrant 

restrictive measures closer to reality. It is worthy to note that the political decision was 

influenced by some factors and chief among these factors were economic. The debate between 

pro- and anti-restriction was at its peak. Among the influential categories were the business 

groups; unsurprisingly, they did all their best to counter any restrictive legislation for it was 

against their economic interests. Any drop in the number of workers would lead to changes in the 

patterns of employment which would impact the wages and social status of the labor market. As 

noted earlier, they influenced the rejection of the literacy test on several occasions. On the other 

hand, unlike rural America which overtly asked for restriction due to its ethnic composition, 

mainly from the old stock, the Southerners opposed a restrictive measure at the end of the 

nineteenth century for they hoped that significant numbers of immigrants would settle in the 

South which would have positive impacts on their economy; but such position did not last long 

as they changed their plans towards restriction as far as they were convinced that immigrants 
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would not choose the South as their destination, which explains their political support to the 

literacy test in the second decade of the twentieth century.
283

 The transition in the South’s 

political position was motivated by pure economic reasons. 

The most important reason that helped gather public as well as politic mobilization to 

pass a restrictive legislation was the impact that the immigrants had on the economics of the 

native-born. As mentioned earlier, the Eastern and Southern European immigrants settled mostly 

in cities which resulted in competition over jobs and social services. Economists Timothy Hatton 

and Jeffrey Williamson reached the conclusion that the influx of the post-1890 large immigration 

generated a 34% loss in the urban workers’ salaries in 1910.
284

 Goldin stated that by the second 

decade of the twentieth century, the negative impact of foreign-born workers on the wages 

influenced the political position towards restriction as the immigrants’ low skills engendered 

little pays that the native-born did not accept.
285

 In addition, xenophobic attitudes amplified the 

impact of immigration on the economic status of the native-born workers after the WWI; during 

the war period, the number of immigrants decreased dramatically which impacted positively the 

economic conditions of the labor market. Pula pointed out that in 1919, the American Federation 

of Labor (AFL) pushed for a complete ban of immigration as a result of the “improved status of 

organized labor during the war."
286

 The events that happened in the post-War period increased 

the calls for restriction; the economic recession that followed the War and which caused an 

upsurge in the unemployment rates, in addition to the rise of public anxiety caused by the Red 

Scare, especially after immigration from Eastern and Southern Europe resumed in high numbers, 

urged Congress to take urgent restrictive measures to stop the influx of undesirables.
287

  

Finally, the advocates of restriction saw their efforts succeed in 1920s when Congress 

first issued the Emergency Quota Act of 1921. The Act, which was meant to last for only a year, 

set an annual limit of 357.803 immigrants who could enter the United States, and a 3% quota of 

each nationality residing in the country according to the census of 1910.
288

 The purpose behind 

the Act was to curtail the immigration from Eastern and Southern Europe. It is worthy to note 

that immigration from the Western Hemisphere was not restricted because the country needed 

the influx of cheap labor from such countries like Mexico (see chapter four). Though the Act did 

                                                 
283

 Claudia Goldin, Op. cit., 9. 
284

 Vernon M. Briggs, Op. cit., 81. 
285

 Ibid, 12. 
286

 James S. Pula, “American Immigration Policy and the Dillingham Commission,” Polish American Studies 37, no. 

1 (0AD): pp. 5-31, http://www.jstor.org/stable/20148034, 9. 
287

 Ibid. 
288

 Ibid, 10. 



 

145 

 

reduce the number of Eastern and Southern Europeans to reach four times less than the annual 

number admitted in the years preceding the WWI, but this measure did not satisfy the 

restrictionists who asked for more immigration control. In 1922, the Act was extended for two 

additional years till 1924. The same year witnessed the passage of a more rigorous immigration 

act, the Johnson-Reid Act. The Act did not depart from the principle of quotas established by the 

1921 Act, but rather reinforced it; the act lowered the annual total immigration to 165.000, and 

reduced the quotas allotted to each nationality to 2% and changed the base year from 1910 to 

1890.
289

 The Act not only reduced the total number of immigrants per year, it also reduced 

extensively the undesired immigration from Eastern and Southern Europe through relying on the 

1890 census; by changing the base year to 1890, it was certain that the big majority of 

immigrants would come from Norther and Western Europe because they were predominantly 

represented in U.S. society as shown previously in chapter two. Finally, in 1929 “national 

origins” system was implemented and through which a total annual number of immigrants was 

set at 150.000 in addition to the substitution of the 2% quota by the proportion of individuals of 

each nationality present in the United States in 1920.
290

 This restrictive measures based on 

quotas would last until 1965 and had, as intended, heavy impact on overall immigration numbers 

and specifically from Eastern and Southern Europe. The following figure gives an idea about the 

evolution of immigration numbers during the period of restriction. 

Annual immigration Immigration from Northern 

and Western Europe 

Other immigrants, chiefly 

from Southern and Eastern 

Europe 

Average, 1907-1914 176.983 685.531 

Under 1921 act 198.082 158.367 

Under 1924 act 140.999 20.847 

Under national-origins 

system a 

127.266 23.235b 

a The legal maximum of 150.000 has been exceeded slightly because the legal minimum per-country quota of 100 

was I some cases a higher number than the strict application of the national origins formula would have allowed 

b Southern and Eastern Europeans only.    

Table 3.5. The effects of the quota acts on the volume and sources of immigration
291 

 

The numbers show clearly the impact of the restrictive measures adopted by Congress on the 

Eastern and European immigration which decreased significantly. By drawing a comparison 
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between the numbers before the WWI and those under national-origins system, we figure out 

that the immigration from Eastern and Southern Europe was decreased by almost 97%, whereas 

that of Northern and Western Europe was reduced by only 28%. In sum, the restrictionists 

succeeded to halt unwanted immigration from undesirable Europeans. The next chapter tries to 

examine the impact of immigration restriction on the economy and whether the United States 

would experience a labor shortage that would force the decision-makers to adopt a different 

immigration policy. 

3.4. Conclusion    

The nineteenth and beginning of twentieth centuries’ immigration policy, just like in 

colonial times, was driven by economic factors. Before 1890, such open-door policy was shaped 

by great labor imports to cover the shortage, expand the country to the Western territories, 

cultivate the free lands, build railroads and canals, and improve the country’s economy. Then, 

the rapid industrialization of the nation pushed for more liberal policy as the country needed 

millions of workers to reinforce its economic growth. On the other hand, the restrictive policy 

was the result of a combination of factors; the economic impact of foreign born immigrants on 

the job competition and native-born earnings fueled xenophobic attitudes against them. The 

Chinese were the first to be denied entry to the United States because they were coolies which 

engendered a rising hostile reaction from the native-born workers. The significant restrictive 

measures of 1920s would probably not have been adopted if the WWI did not occur; the War 

was responsible for the rise of nationalism, the fear of foreign born as being potential disloyal 

elements, and the rise of ideological and racial discrimination against the immigrants, especially 

from Eastern and Southern Europe. These elements served as an accelerating factor for the 

adoption of immigration restriction in 1920s. The latter was sewed carefully to fit the coming of 

immigrants from the old countries of immigration and exclude the maximum number of 

undesirable Eastern and Southern Europeans. In the next chapter, the focus will be on the impact 

of the departure from the historic open door policy on the labor market of the country, as it had 

been the main shaping factor of the previous immigration policy, in addition to the repeal of 

immigration restriction and the adoption of a new policy.      
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Chapter Four: New Immigration and Immigration Policy 

1965-2002 

4.1. Introduction 

The fourth and final chapter will deal with the establishment of a new immigration policy 

which substituted the 1920s restrictive measures. In the first section, the focus will be on the first 

steps that led to the adoption of the new policy. The acts of 1965, 1986, and 1990 dealing with 

immigration and the refugee issue will be tackled to better understand the new policy’s patterns 

of admission. Then the attention will shift to the impact of such policy on the American society; 

the focus will be on the effect on the ethnic compositions of the country, the emergence of 

undocumented immigrants, and the economic implications on the national economy and the 

economics of the native-born workers.   

4.2. First Steps towards a New Immigration Policy 

The era of restriction reduced the number of admitted immigrants to the United States 

dramatically in the period from 1924 to 1965. The immigration policy adopted by Congress 

succeeded to curtail the flow of undesirables from Eastern and Southern Europe and Asia as 

planned by its initiators. But the core of such policy was always under serious criticism because 

of the impact it had on the American society and its political creed. In this section, the focus will 

be on the impact that the restrictive policy had on the U.S. economy and the earnings of both the 

Native-born as well as the immigrants given the fact that the economy had heavily relied on the 

flow of big numbers of immigrant labor in the recent past. After the economic depression that the 

country went through in 1930s, the economic importance of immigrants was put into question 

after the U.S. entry into WWII and the labor shortages caused by the mobilization of a large part 

of Americans in massive war industry as well as military service. Under such economic need of 

labor, important numbers of Mexican workers were granted temporary entry to sustain the 

economy of the Southwestern region which suffered from labor scarcity. Though the importation 

of the Mexican labor was under a non-immigration basis, but it marked a step that revived the 

debate over the impact that the restrictive measures had on the labor market and the economy of 

the country. The section will also tackle the issue of the political refugees that was generated by 

the escalation of chauvinistic policies in Europe. The failure of the American system to absorb 
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the refugees had always triggered much criticism to the quota system for it departed from the 

historic role of the United States as being the refuge for the oppressed and persecuted people. 

Although the policy remained firm until 1965, the aforementioned issues helped shape the 

political opinion to reform the controversial policy implemented in 1920s. 

4.2.1. Economic Impact of Restriction on Native-born and Immigrant Labor  

The 1920s immigration restriction affected drastically the influx of foreign born 

immigrants to the United States. As seen in the third chapter, the new immigration policy not 

only lowered the total number of annually admitted immigrants, but it also targeted some 

unwanted nationalities especially the Eastern and Southern Europeans. Indeed, one can only say 

that the restrictive measures succeeded in achieving the objectives of its advocates. Koven and 

Götzke pointed out that by 1925, the total number of admitted immigrants decreased by more 

than 50% compared with their number between 1920 and 1921, with three-quarters of them 

originating from Northern and Western Europe.
292

 The decline in immigration numbers was to 

remain for several decades as the National origins system was maintained till 1965. During this 

period, other events caused the immigration rates to go even lower than the low quotas granted 

by the laws. 

The most optimistic among the restrictionists did not imagine the numbers of newcomers 

dropping to the levels they reached in the 1930s and the first half of 1940s. The severe period of 

economic depression that the country went through and which resulted in historical high rates of 

unemployment, poverty, and distress among Americans witnessed entries below the annual 

number permitted by the law. The following table gives an insight about the immigrants’ 

numbers during the periods of depression and the Second World War: 
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Year Number Europe 

W
W

II
 

1945 38,119 5,943 

1944 28,551 4,509 

1943 23,725 4,920 

1942 28,781 11 ,153 

1941 51,776 26,541 

1940 70,756 50,454 

1939 82,998 63,138 

D
ep

re
ss

io
n

  

1938 67,895 44,495 

1937 50,244 31,863 

1936 36,329 23,480 

1935 34,956 22,778 

1934 29,470 17,210 

1933 23,068 12,383 

1932 35,576 20,579 

1931 97,139 61,909 

1930 241,700 174,438 
Table 4.1. Immigration during the Great Depression and WWII 1930-1945

293  

The failed economy caused by the depression resulted in an unattractive economic opportunity 

which had always pulled the immigrants towards the United States. During the 1930s, the jobs 

were so scarce that any competition by foreign born was met with xenophobic hostility by 

native-born. Therefore, potential immigrants were discouraged by the hard economic conditions 

that the United States was facing. In fact, this has always been the case with immigration to the 

United States; immigration tended to increase in times of economic prosperity and shrink in 

periods of recession and economic crises. Evidently, more job opportunities and improved wages 

are offered by employers when the economy is at full speed, and the opposite is true. 

 It is evident that the 1920s restrictive acts had a tremendous impact on the size and 

origins of the immigrants to the United States, but what impact did the U.S. immigration policy 

have on the economy of the country and the natives’ earnings since in the prior periods, the 

economy depended heavily on the influx of massive numbers of immigrant labor? The effects of 

the dropping number of immigrants were not clear in the first decade of the new legislation. The 

U.S. economy witnessed a post-World War boom in the 1920s which almost hid the absence of 

foreign born workers and, to some extent, justified the restrictive measures taken by the 

government. Nevertheless, the 1929 Wall Street Crash and the collapse of the U.S. economy 

opened the debate over the importance of European immigration in the country’s economic 
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expansion. The crisis was but the very beginning of a decade characterized by great depression 

that Christina D. Romer described as the worst depression in the history of the United States and 

Western countries.
294

 

 Undoubtedly, the economic sector that was affected the most by the restriction of the 

European workers was manufactory. In fact, as noted earlier, the huge expansion that this sector 

had witnessed in the 1890s and 1900s was due in large part to the contribution of the unskilled 

labor provided by the open immigration policy that the United States was adopting in that period. 

With the flow of such workers curtailed abruptly, the consequences were drastic. Given the fact 

that the immigrants concentrated mainly in cities, Noah Smith points out that such areas suffered 

from the significant populace decline caused by restriction which on its part had negative 

impacts on the industrial segment.
295

 The decline in population resulted in the decline of the 

labor force and, thus, the economic output of the sector. Such transition caused a slow 

development of the economy’s manufactory and contributed in the economic downturn that the 

United States went through by the very end of the 1920s. Smith reinforces this claim and 

suggests that there is “a clear and direct link” between immigration restriction and the 1930s 

economic crisis and depression.
296

  

 The decline of the large-scale immigration also impacted on the economic conditions of 

the native-born Americans. Unlike what was intended by the restrictive measures, the low 

economic productivity of the manufacturing sector resulted in negative consequences on the 

incomes of the workers. Philipp Ager and Casper Worm Hansen reached the conclusion that the 

declining number of immigrants in areas where they rushed heavily before restriction was 

responsible for substantial losses in the average incomes of the white native-born  as they were 

obliged to occupy low-waged jobs.
297

 Besides, the decline of the economy in the years of 

depression had a heavy impact on the employment rates in the country. Amidst the declining 

economic activity, the number of unemployed people reached historical proportions in the 1930s 
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when it touched the peak of 25% jobless people in 1933.
298

 In such bad economic conditions, 

priority for jobs was given to native-born rather than immigrants; Maldwyn pointed out that the 

foreign-born were not hired in high skilled jobs and the preference, instead, went to the native-

born applicants.
299

  

 No restrictive measure could curtail the number of foreign immigrants entering the 

country as the period of depression and economic downturn did. The 1930s served as an 

additional halting barrier against the influx of immigrants. The period reduced the number of 

entries drastically (see table 4.1). In fact, the hard times that the U.S. economy underwent not 

only discouraged immigration, but it also shaped the political attitude towards it; Daniels 

mentioned that President Herbert Hoover
300

 believed that the delicate period of depression 

required less immigration, Hoover stated that there was a “need for revision of our immigration 

laws upon a more limited and more selective basis, flexible to the needs of the country."
301

 As a 

reaction to the rise of unemployment, Hoover ordered the U.S. consular services to limit the visa 

delivery especially for those who were likely to become public charges.
302

 In other words, 

immigration to the United States was made difficult at the source countries to prevent further 

economic downturn at home.    

 The depression period not only reduced the number of newcomers, but it also increased 

significantly the departures of immigrants to their home countries. The following table gives an 

idea about the number of immigrants and that of emigrants. 
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Year Immigration Emigration Net  

Immigration 

1931 97,139 61,882 35,257 

1932 35,576 103,295 -67,719 

1933 23,068 80,081 -57,013 

1934 29,470 39,771 -10,301 

1935 34,956 38,834 -3,878 

1936 36,329 35,817 512 

1937 50,244 26,736 23,508 

1938 67,895 25,210 42,685 

1939 82,998 26,651 56,347 

1940 70,756  21,461 49,295 

Total 528,431 459 738 68,693 

Table 4.2. Immigration and Emigration, 1929-1939
303

 

In addition to the shrinking number of immigration during the period of depression, an 

astonishing high number of emigration is noticed. The years from 1932 to 1935 saw the number 

of departed immigrants exceed that of the newly admitted by 139.000; to be more precise, nearly 

262.000 immigrants returned back to their countries of origin whereas only 123.000 stayed. In 

the overall period, little more than 68,000 immigrants remained in the United States compared 

with almost 460,000 who left which constituted 87% of the total immigration. In other words, 

the average of immigration was almost 6,800 a year only. The high numbers of people who 

chose to leave the United States shows how hard the impact that the Great Depression had on the 

economy of the country and the economics of the labor force.      

4.2.2. Land of Asylum Vs Land of Restriction  

Since the establishment of the first colonies in what has become the United States, the 

land has been dubbed the haven of refugees and asylum seekers. Millions of distressed people 

found refuge in the colonies and later in the United States. But the thirties and beginning of 

forties of the previous century marked a historical pause in the country’s policy towards refugees 

who were victims of political and racial upheavals in the European continent. There was a big 

debate in the United States between the fervent supporters of immigration restriction and the 

advocates of a less restrictive policy towards refugees to allow the big number of them to escape 

from the horrors of the rise of xenophobia and anti-Semitism in the 1930s and the Second World 
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War. In fact, the system of quotas failed to absorb the refugees fleeing dictatorship and political 

totalitarianism in the sense that it did depart from the historical U.S. principle of a land of 

asylum. 

The reason behind the firm rejection of any attempt to allow the coming of non-quota 

refugees was purely economic. Due to the economic conditions that the United States faced in 

that period, the Americans strongly opposed admitting more immigrants. As noted in the 

previous point, the executive order that President Hoover issued in 1930 and which added more 

barriers to U.S. visa applicants, limited the number of political refugees resulting from the Nazi 

discrimination of the German Jews. The depressed economy dictated a policy based on favoring 

the American job seekers rather than importing competition from Europe. Therefore, the doors 

were almost closed for the Jewish asylum seekers who were facing mounting racial, political, as 

well as religious persecution especially after Hitler became Chancellor of Germany. 

The rise of the Nazi Party led by Adolf Hitler (1889-1945) in 1933 initiated a period 

which was characterized by violence and persecution against the German Jews. The latter were 

the target of discriminatory practices structured by the Nazis. Hundreds of thousands decided to 

leave Germany and escape that situation. A significant part of the German Jews dreamed of 

immigrating to the United States as being the symbol of freedom and a shelter for the persecuted. 

Unfortunately, the dream of a big proportion of them did not come true due to the immigration 

restriction policy. The American attitude towards the German refugees issue generated much 

criticism among historians; Wesley P. Greear pointed out that unlike the biased Nazi’s ruthless 

treatment of the Jews, the American “lack of involvement in stopping this atrocity” was not 

understood.
304

 The Americans did not intervene to save the lives of Jews in Germany, nor did it 

welcome them on its lands as refugees. All what mattered for the Americans was to avoid further 

economic implications that the admission of such number of refugees would have on the already 

exhausted economy.  

 When the Nazis started their anti-Semitic campaign against the Jews in 1933, the echoes 

reached the United States but it seemed that not all Americans were worried. There were protests 

by some Jewish and Christian organized groups against the discriminatory policy practiced in 

Germany, but surprisingly there were no voices calling for amending the American restrictive 
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laws to save the persecuted German Jews by allowing them to immigrate to the United States.
305

 

Even if there were some political calls for opening the door to mass refugee immigration, it 

would be almost impossible for Congress to amend the immigration laws for two main reasons; 

first, there was a strong opposition in Congress from advocates of restriction to liberalize the 

laws implemented only few years before. The absence of the political will was expressed by 

president Hoover who stated that he “would not intervene in domestic affairs of foreign 

powers.”
306

 The rise of restrictionists was at its height in the 1930s which aborted any attempt for 

changing the existing policy. Secondly, the depression that the country was undergoing 

contributed in solidifying the national rejection of immigrants whatever their motives were.    

 The number of immigrants admitted starting by 1933 explains the American attitude 

towards the refugee crisis in Europe. Though the National Origins system allowed the admission 

of 150.000 European immigrants per year, this quota was unfilled during the periods of 

depression and the WWII. Their number did not even reach half of the permitted quota (see table 

4.1). In 1936, President Franklin Delano Roosevelt
307

 canceled Hoover’s executive order but 

according to Daniels, many consular services kept working with the “likely to become a public 

charge (LPC)” system and limited the obtention of U.S. visa.
308

  Consequently, the impact was 

not significant; the immigrants’ number increased slightly between 1936 and 1939 and went 

down in the War period (see table 4.3). The overall immigration to the United States increased 

from 36.000 in 1936 to 83.000 in 1939, whereas that from Europe jumped from 23.000 to reach 

63.000 in 1939. As far as the refugees fleeing the Nazi system are concerned, out of the 280.000 

European immigrants admitted in the period 1934 to 1941, Maldwyn and Briggs stated that 

250.000 of them were refugees from “Axis nations or Axis-occupied countries in Europe,” who 

immigrated under the existing legislations and without any special measures.
309

 It is worthy to 

note that there were no laws regarding the status of the German Jews in the United States, they 

were immigrants and they did not come as legal refugees. The term “refugee” is used to indicate 

that this group of immigrants escaped from persecution and that they were not, like the other 

immigrants, pulled by economic conditions. They were pushed by the political developments 

that undermined their lives in their home countries. Briggs observed that the refugees were from 
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the middle and upper-class and had high social status compared with the regular immigrants.
310

 

Unsurprisingly, the slight proportion of regular immigrants was due to the lack of economic 

opportunity generated by the depression period and then insecurity caused by the war.  

Indeed, the Second World War was a serious factor that reduced immigration to the 

country (see table 4.1). During the War period, European immigration declined to reach less than 

5.000 new arrivals a year. This was logical due to the military involvement of the European 

countries as well as the United States. There was no room for regular immigration debate during 

the years of the war. But on the other hand, with the war developments, calls for the admission of 

the displaced persons increased in the United States as millions of people were displaced from 

their homes and faced racial and political persecution. The firm immigration restriction that the 

country was adopting gave little chances for a profound change that could contribute in solving 

the post-war refugee crisis.  

The first steps that seemed to be the beginning of relaxed immigration policy occurred 

during the WWII with the repeal of the Chinese Exclusion Acts. The Chinese Exclusion Repeal 

Act of 1943, also known as the Magnuson Act, which was signed by President Roosevelt, was 

issued in response to the Chinese role played in the Second World War. After Japan attacked the 

United States in Pearl Harbor in 1941, China immediately offered military alliance to the United 

States and the Allies. China became important to America’s war strategy as the Americans relied 

on the Chinese to block the Japanese armed forces until the war in Europe was over, in addition 

it would be much easier for the U.S. army to bomb Japan from military bases in China.
311

 The 

improvement of the U.S.-China relations persuaded the Americans to change their racial and 

exclusionary attitude towards her new and important ally. The calls for the repeal of the 

discriminatory legislation against the Chinese and especially the Chinese rose and, finally, on 17 

December, 1943 the Act was signed into law and officially abolished the Chinese restriction, 

granted them a quota under the 1924 measures, and declared them eligible for American 

citizenship. Though the quota was small, only 105,
312

 but it symbolized the end of the 

contradictory legislation based on race and discrimination which had lasted for more than six 

decades. 
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If 1943 Act allowed the admission of a number of Chinese immigrants under quota 

system, other categories were granted entry to the United on a non-quota basis soon after the end 

of the Second World War. The years 1945 and 1946 saw the United States issuing three 

legislations that granted entry to not only Chinese people, but which affected the Chinese 

immigration; on 28 December 1945, the War Brides Act admitted the spouses and minor 

children of military men who could not bring their wives and children to the United States due to 

the absence of a legislation that regulated their status.
313

 On 29 June, 1946 the Alien Fiancées 

and Fiancés Act was passed and which permitted the war soldiers to bring their foreign-born 

fiancées and fiancés to the United States and granted them a three months period for marriage to 

avoid deportation.
314

 One month later, on 9 August 1946 an amendment to the Act which 

repealed the Chinese Exclusion was passed and which granted the Chinese wives of American 

citizens the status of U.S. permanent residents.
315

  

Year Total Male Female Percentage 

1945 109 45 64 59 

1946 233 71 162 69 

1947 1.128 142 986 87 

1948 3.574 257 3.317 93 

1949 2.490 242 2.248 90 

1950 1.289 110 1.179 91 

1951 1.083 126 957 88 

1952 1.152 118 1.034 90 

Total 11.058 1.111 9.947 90 

Table 4.3. Immigration of Chinese by Gender, 1945-1952
316

 

The acts contributed in permitting the admission of almost 150.000 wives and fiancées, 25.000 

of their offspring, and hundreds of male spouses from Europe in the period from 1945 to 1950.
317

 

As far as the impact of the acts on the Chinese immigration is concerned, they boosted the 

Chinese population in America with little more than 11.000 new immigrants dominated by an 

overwhelming majority of females (see table 4.3).  
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 After the War ended, the issue of the millions of displaced persons was brought to light. 

As a first reaction, President Harry S. Truman
318

  believed that given the new status that the 

country acquired after the War, it was the duty of the United States to admit a considerable 

number of the displaced persons as being the land of asylum, and as it was for the American 

interest to see Europe on its feet again.
319

 In 1945, Truman issued an executive order for the 

admission of more than 41.000 displaced persons to the United States on a quota basis in a 

period of thirty months.
320

 Though Truman hoped to increase the number of admitted displaced 

persons, it was not possible to pass a legislation to ease the restrictive measures for there was 

strong opposition in Congress from anti-immigration advocates. All what Truman could do was 

to try to pass legislations within the quota system. In 1948, the Displaced Persons Act was 

passed and amended two years later; under these acts, a number of 400.000 persons were 

admitted in a period of four years.
321

 Truman commitment to European refugee issues did not 

cease as in his last year as President of the United States, the Refugee Relief Act of 1953 was 

passed and which authorized the admission of 214.000 refugees during a period of 41 months.
322

  

After the WWII, President Truman militated against the restrictive policy of his country. 

He supported a reformed immigration policy not based on racial and discriminatory quotas. He 

also pleaded for a system that met the needs of the nation; the new policy that Truman and his 

supporters longed for relied on economic, political, and humanitarian components. The focus of 

a new reformed policy would be on admitting special skills that would have a positive 

contribution on the labor market, setting a legal process of the admission of refugees, and 

reviving the humanitarian role of the country as being the refuge for politically and religiously 

persecuted people.
323

 On 26 July, 1947 congress responded by passing the Senate Resolution 137 

which ordered for a comprehensive investigation of the U.S. immigration system for future 

possible reform.
324

 A committee was formed and which submitted its final report three years 

later. The Report’s conclusions and recommendations were totally against the hopes of the 

advocates of immigration reform. Instead of removing the quota barrier on immigration, the 

report recommended that the immigration system of the country was in “need for imposing 

                                                 
318

 Harry S. Truman (1884-1972): he was the 33
rd

 president of the United States of America. He served from 1945 to 

1953. 
319

 Maldwyn Allen Jones, Op. cit., 285. 
320

 James Ciment and John Radziłowski, Op. cit., 218. 
321

 William S. Bernard, Op. cit, 68.   
322

 Maldwyn Allen Jones, Op. cit., 286. 
323

 Vernon M. Briggs, Op. cit., 111. 
324

 “The Immigration and Naturalization Systems of the United States. Report of the Committed of the Judiciary 

Pursuant to S. Res. 137,” Eighty-First Congress, Second Session, Report N°1515. Accessed April 25, 2020, 

https://www.ilw.com/immigrationdaily/news/2008,0701-senatereport81-1515part1of5.pdf, 1. 

https://www.ilw.com/immigrationdaily/news/2008,0701-senatereport81-1515part1of5.pdf


 

158 

 

additional immigration restrictions,” and that people who try to enter the United States were 

likely “to engage in activities subversive to the national security.”
325

 Obviously, the report was 

influenced by the recent political development that emerged after the WWII; the rise of 

Communism revived the 1920s Red Scare and created an atmosphere of suspicion vis-à-vis 

immigrants from regions judged supportive to this ideology and its economic doctrine. 

Therefore, the report recommended the exclusion or deportation of individuals who were 

Communists or who sympathized with Communist or Socialist doctrines.
326

  

The 1950 Report was the base for the 1952 Immigration and Naturalization Act, also 

known as the McCarran-Walter Act, which adopted many of its recommendations. Truman kept 

fighting for an immigration reform but he was unable to reach his objective due to the significant 

political influence of restrictionists in Congress. His last attempt to prevent a further restrictive 

measure was the veto he used to block the passage of the 1952 Act; Truman believed that the 

legislation “discriminates, deliberately and intentionally, against many of the peoples of the 

world,” but his veto was overridden by Congress and the bill became law in June 1952.
 327

 The 

Act which was passed amid anti-Communist fears, did keep the same system based on quotas; 

the recommendations of the 1950 Report were taken seriously by Congress and the numerical 

limitations based on nationality and origin were not altered. Besides, all restriction on Asian 

immigrants was cancelled and each Asian country was given a small quota; Bernard stated that 

under the 1952 INA “Japan was given a quota of 185; China retained its quota of 105; and 

countries in an area designated the Asia-Pacific Triangle, including colonial areas such as Hong 

Kong, were given a quota of 100 each.” 
328

 While no limitation was imposed on immigration 

from Western Hemisphere, there was an increase in the annual admission from the Eastern 

Hemisphere to reach 156.700 a year.
329

  The following table shows the impact of the new 

legislation on the number of admitted individuals: 
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Year Total Europe % Americas % Asia % 

1953 170 82 48 78 46 8 5 

1954 208 92 44 96 46 10 5 

1955 238 111 47 110 45 11 5 

1956 322 157 49 145 45 17 5 

1957 327 170 52 134 41 20 6 

1958 253 115 45 113 45 21 8 

1959 261 138 53 93 36 25 10 

1960 265 120 45 120 45 21 8 

1961 271 109 40 140 52 19 7 

1962 284 104 37 156 55 20 7 

1963 306 109 36 170 56 23 8 

1964 292 108 37 159 54 21 7 

1965 297 101 34 171 58 20 7 

Total 3,494 1,516 43 1,685 48 236 7 

Table 4.4. Immigration, 1953-65, by Major Regions (in thousands)
330

 

The numbers displayed show that in the period that followed the passage of the 1952 INA, 

almost 3.5 million immigrants entered the United States. That number was practically shared 

equally between the countries of the Eastern and Western hemispheres. It is worthy to note the 

increase in the annual admitted number due to the non-quota categories that the Act created; 

spouses of American military men, foreign husbands of American wives, in addition to relatives 

of U.S. citizens or lawful permanent residents were all admitted on a non-quota basis. Finally, 

the Act also favored the immigration of some individuals with special skills needed by the 

United States. In fact, the preference-based system and family reunification would be the 

bedrock of the 1965 legislation which changed the immigration policy of the country. In sum, the 

Act did not depart from the national origins system of 1920s; restriction was maintained and it 

was to a given extent motivated by two main reasons: the economic impact that the admission of 

bigger numbers would have on the economy and the labor market, in addition to the ideological 

fears originating from the tense events of the era and the rising influence of Communist doctrines 

on the domestic security. Though there were not significant changes in the immigration system, 

the attempts made by the opponents of the policy based on racial and ethnic quotas would finally 

succeed with the passage of the 1965 INA.     
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4.2.3. Temporary Mexican Braceros to Cover the Labor Shortage 1942-1964 

Amid restriction, some measures were taken by the U.S. government and which were 

regarded as steps towards the relaxation of the restrictive policy. In addition to the refugees, the 

Mexican laborers were highly requested in times of labor shortage. This category of workers 

were not granted permanent residency but rather temporary work permits. They were not 

immigrants in a legal sense, but their number was bigger than the regular immigrants. Before 

tackling the Mexican temporary workers program, it is necessary to deal with their regular 

immigration to draw the differences. In fact, Mexican immigrants have always been present in 

the United States. In fact, their number was not important in the nineteenth century; during that 

century, only 28.000 Mexicans settled in America permanently (see table 4.5). The following 

table details the history of Mexican immigration to the United States from 1820 to 1964: 

Years Number 

1820-1830 4.818 

1831-1840 6.599 

1841-1850 3.271 

1851-1860 3.078 

1861-1870  2.191 

1871-1880 5.162 

1881-1890 11913 

1891-1900 971 

Total 19
th

 century 28003 

1901-1910 49.642 

1911-1920 219.004 

1921-1930 459.287 

1931-1940 22.319 

1941-1950 60.589 

1951-1960 299.811 

1961-1964 187.715 

Total  1.326.370 

Table 4.5. Mexican Immigration to the United States, 1820-1964 (Mexican braceros not included)
331

 

Throughout the nineteenth century, Mexicans did not flow in considerable numbers; the highest 

decade in numbers was that from 1831 to 1840 which witnessed almost 6.600 individuals 

entering the United States. The last decade of the century saw less than a thousand Mexicans 

settle in the country which marked the lowest proportion since 1820. On the other hand, the 
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following century observed an important surge in numbers; for instance, the first decade of the 

twentieth century witnessed the arrival of almost the double of all the nineteenth century 

Mexican immigrants. In the following decades, the numbers jumped even higher except for the 

period of the Great Depression and the WWII in which the overall immigration declined due to 

the reasons discussed in the previous points. In other words, we may consider that the Mexican 

immigration to the United States has started in the very beginning of the twentieth century given 

the fact that the previous period did not witness significant waves from Mexico. 

 Unsurprisingly, the reasons that drove immigrants from Mexico did not differ much from 

those of the other immigrant groups. The economic reasons were the chief factors that shaped the 

movement of people from the Southern border. In fact, the sudden upsurge of the Mexican 

immigration by the first decade of the twentieth century was due to the contrasting conditions in 

both countries. McLemore states that a “combination of turmoil in Mexico and economic 

opportunities in the United States” was the reason behind such an increase in immigrants’ 

numbers.
332

 Mexico was ruled by the dictator Porfirio Díaz
333

 who initiated new economic 

policies intended to improve the nation’s economy. David Spener pointed out that the dictator’s 

economic policies had a negative impact on small Mexican farmers who lost their lands to 

Mexican and foreign investors’ large-scale plantation directed to exportation; it is estimated that 

almost five million farmers lost their lands, most of them living in poor and overpopulated areas 

which persuaded them to try to look for better economic chances somewhere else.
334

 The 

construction of the Mexican railroads, as part of Diaz’s economic policies, and their connection 

with the United States played an important role in easing the movement of Mexicans to the 

industrial areas of Mexico and the United States looking for job opportunities.
335

      

 In the second decade of the twentieth century, Mexican immigration continued its growth 

and increased four-fold compared with the previous decade. The reasons of such rise rested on 

two main factors: the political developments in Mexico and the shortage of labor in the United 

States especially in the Southwestern region contiguous with Mexico. The Mexican Civil War 

(1910-1920) generated a big number of displaced persons desiring to escape the violent events. 

Technically speaking, they were political migrants seeking refuge in the United States, but, as 
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noted earlier, there were not laws regulating the refugee issue in the United States. Therefore, 

they would not be admitted as political refugees but rather as economic laborers; the Mexicans 

were pulled by the huge job opportunities provided by the expanding Southwestern economy and 

the decline of European immigrants as a result of the escalating events amid the WWI.
336

 To 

cover the labor shortage, the Americans even bypassed some legislation with regards to the 

Mexican immigrants; Richard Worth mentioned that due to the great need for inexpensive and 

unskilled laborers in farming, mining, and railroad building, the U.S. officials ignored the 

Immigration Act of 1917 obliging any immigrant entering the country to pay eight dollars in 

addition to passing the literacy test to be granted entry.
337

 All what mattered was covering the 

vacant jobs in the labor market in order to keep the wheel of production running particularly 

during the period of the War.   

 In the following decade, the pre-1965 Mexican immigration reached its highest number 

with almost 460.000 new legal immigrants (see table 4.5). Their economic importance was so 

high that even the ardent restrictionists could not put any limits on immigration from the Western 

Hemisphere. Maldwyn pointed out that the reason behind the exemption of this region from the 

restrictive policy that the country adopted in the 1920s was that the southwestern economy, 

mainly agriculture, was heavily relying on the Mexican labor.
338

 With the quota system 

curtailing European immigration, the Mexican laborers were strongly needed due to the flagrant 

lack of workers which resulted from the country’s immigration policy. Logically, the influx from 

the southern neighbor continued in the 1920s but with the economic downturns faced by the end 

of the decade, the situation was likely to change.  

The economic factor that pulled Mexican workers to the United States in the first three 

decades of the twentieth century would turn to be an excluding reason that contributed in the 

decline of Mexican immigration. With the 1929 Wall Street Crash which plunged the country 

into its worst depression, the economic attraction was no longer a pull factor. The Mexicans, like 

the other groups in the U.S. society, suffered from the very high rates of unemployment. People 

lost their jobs, homes, and savings because of the crisis. As discussed previously, the overall 

immigration numbers declined, and so did those from Mexico. The dramatic decrease is clearly 

expressed by the 22.000 Mexican newcomers in the period from 1931 to 1940 compared with the 

460.000 of the previous decade. In the 1930s, the United States ceased to be a desired reason for 
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immigration, but the outbreak of the WWII presented signs of economic stimulation generated 

by the rise of war industry which accelerated the recovery from the years of the Great 

Depression. 

Yet, the economic importance of the Mexican cheap labor sprang during the First and 

Second World Wars years. In the First World War, the Mexican laborers were called to fill the 

labor shortage in agriculture caused by the rise of the war industry in addition to the big number 

of people selected for the military which affected the labor market. The Mexicans were recruited 

when the European immigration declined due to the war and its impact on the transatlantic 

transportation. They became the main source of labor for many southwestern regions. This could 

be possible only thanks to a provision in the Immigration Act of 1917 that served the interests of 

the railroad companies and the farmers; Otey M. Scruggs pointed out that although the 1917 Act 

required potential immigrants to pass a literacy test and pay an eight dollars tax to be granted 

entry, the Ninth Proviso to section three which stated that “the Commissioner General of 

Immigration with the approval of the Secretary of Labor shall issue rules and prescribe 

conditions, including exaction of such bonds as may be necessary, to control and regulate the 

admission and return of otherwise inadmissible aliens applying for temporary admission” 

allowed the admission of temporary laborers without the aforesaid conditions only in case of 

labor shortage.
339

 Hence, the provision served as the basis of the recruitment of Mexican laborers 

until 1964. It is worthy to note that the interest in the Mexican temporary labor increased with 

the rise of the economy and declined in times of crises. Unsurprisingly, the Mexican imported 

labor ceased to be economically profitable in the period of the Great Depression when the 

country witnessed its highest unemployment proportions. 

The WWII period revived the interest in the Mexican temporary cheap laborers as the 

economy recovered thanks to the rise of the war production. In fact, when the United States got 

involved in the War, economically and militarily, the economy of the country boosted due to the 

increase in the country’s war production. But this was not the case for agriculture which suffered 

a shortage of labor; Barbara Schmitter Heisler mentioned that the War had a negative impact on 

the supply of laborers in the agricultural sector as many American workers were either attracted 

by the growing defense industry and left their low paid jobs in the fields, or were recruited by the 
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armed forced.
340

 However, the Southwestern farmers were quite aware of the lack of workers 

that the War would cause since they had already suffered the same conditions in the WWI. 

Briggs cited that the farmers pushed for a legislation that allowed them to import the Mexican 

cheap labor when the War started and even before the United States got involved militarily.
341

 

Their aim was to have a sufficient supply of laborers to cover the shortage predicted to be caused 

by the War effects. Again, the Mexican laborers became desirable as they were before the 

Depression period. The U.S. policy towards this type of labor was shaped by the economic 

conditions of the country; they were recruited in periods of economic prosperity coupled with 

lack of hands, but once there were sufficient labor or the country faced an economic downturn, 

they would be denied entry. 

The planters’ hopes to see the U.S. government issuing a program similar to that of the 

WWI were getting shape by the beginning of 1940s; in fact, they pushed for a Congress 

legislation vis-à-vis the Mexican imported labor in 1941, but their attempt failed.
342

 One year 

later, an agreement was made between the United States and Mexico which set the guidelines for 

a temporary waiver worker program. The Bracero
343

 Program was signed on 23 June 1942 and 

permitted the importation of 50.000 (later it was increased to 75.000) workers in the field of 

agriculture, then it was amended in 1943 and also granted entry to additional 50.000 (it was also 

raised later to 75.000) workers in railroad maintenance and mining.
344

 It is worth noting that the 

workers were temporary seasonal recruits and had to leave the United States once the working 

season is over.
345

 The following table gives an idea about the number of Mexican braceros to the 

United States: 

 

 

 

                                                 
340

 Barbara, Schmitter Heisler, “The Bracero Program and Mexican Migration to the United States.” Journal of the 

West. 47 (2008): 65-72, 239. 
341

 Vernon M. Briggs, Op. cit., 105. 
342

 Ibid. 
343

 Bracero: it is a term in Spanish language which, according to Roger Daniels, comes from the word ‘braccar’ and 

means “to wave one's arms.” Roger Daniels, Guarding, 90. 
344

 Gilberto Cárdenas, “United States Immigration Policy toward Mexico: An Historical Perspective.” Chicano Law 

Review, 2, (1975), 66-91. Accessed May 25, 2020. https://escholarship.org/uc/item/0fh8773n, 76. 

Barbara, Schmitter Heisler, Ibid. 
345

 Vernon M. Briggs, Ibid. 



 

165 

 

                                 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 4.6. Braceros to the United States, 1942-1964 
346

 

During the War years, almost 168.000 Mexicans entered the United States under this program 

(see table 4.6). It is important to mention that the 1943 amendment extended the program to 

include West Indian and Bahamian workers who were recruited mainly in the Eastern 

agricultural fields.
347

 The Mexican workers comprised the majority of the Bracero program; 

Daniels reported that among 225.000 workers were imported during the WWII period, three-

quarters were Mexicans.
348

 Though the program was temporary and it was set to operate only 

during the WWII period, it was renewed several times. The numbers show that the workers kept 

coming in higher numbers than the War period. This is because pressures were made by 

agricultural interests on Congress to keep the flow of Mexican workers because they were 

economically profitable; indeed, Congress renewed the bilateral agreement several times after 

the end of the War and in 1951, the program was made permanent until it was terminated in 

1964.
349

 Up to its final year, the program succeeded to import more than 4.6 million Mexican 

braceros to the Southwestern region of the United States. 

 The significant number of imported Mexican labor explains clearly how important they 

were for American agriculturalists. The temporary program that was meant to operate for only 

the War period lasted for nineteen additional years. In fact, the reason that drove the United 
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Year Braceros 1953 201.380 

1942 4.203 1954 309.033 

1943 52.098 1955 398.650 

1944 62.170 1956 445.197 

1945 49.454 1957 436.049 

Total WWII 167.925 1958 432.857 

1946 32.043 1959 437.643 

1947 19.632 1960 315.846 

1948 35.345 1961 291.420 

1949 107.000 1962 194.978 

1950 67.500 1963 186.865 

1951 192.000 1964 177.736 

1952 197.100 Total 4.646.199 
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States to make such a program was no longer valid after the War; the labor shortage that the 

farmers were afraid of ceased after the American labor force regained the war soldiers, and after 

the economy recovered and prospered mainly in the 1950s. Then, why would they keep the 

program running if there was no shortage of labor? The answer is simply because the Mexican 

labor was cheaper than native-born. The employers had more economic profits as they paid them 

much less than regular labor; Briggs goes far to say that the Mexican workers were exploited by 

the agricultural employers who “became addicted to cheap Mexican labor that entered under 

contractual terms that bound the braceros to work for them or be returned directly to their 

homeland.”
350

  

      Not only legal braceros were exploited by American employers, significant illegal 

Mexican workers used to cross the borders in search for job opportunities in the United States. 

Spener claimed that illegal Mexican workers had exceeded that of the imported braceros since 

1940, and emphasized on the fact that many of them settled in Texas due to the fact that Texas 

was excluded from the Bracero Program agreement because of precedent anti-Mexican 

nativism.
351

 The Texan employers used to hire them because of the nonexistence of braceros in 

their state. Being undocumented and subject for deportation, they were less paid and less 

protected. To ease the recruitment process of the undocumented Mexicans, the government 

issued the Texas Proviso, part of the 1952 Act, which permitted the employers to hire them 

without fear of any legal pursuit.
352

 The government’s legal protection offered to employers 

suggested that the Mexicans were a source of cheap labor and economic profit amidst the most 

restrictive period in the history of the United States. Indeed, they were, as the 1911 Dillingham 

Commission report concluded, “less desirable as [a] citizen (s) than as [a] laborer (s).”
353

 

 In sum, the U.S. policy towards Mexicans was motivated by economic need at the 

beginning, and then by economic exploitation. The shortage of labor that characterized the War 

times turned to be an obsession with the recruitment of cheap labor. The temporary program 

which lasted for almost twenty-two years absorbed millions of legal as well as illegal workers. 

The program officially ended on December 31, 1964. It is worthy to note that the Mexicans were 

allowed to enter the United States as temporary workers and not as permanent residents in order 

not to alter the immigration restriction policy. In other words, they were desirable as economic 
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laborers, but undesirable as lawful citizens. Nevertheless, the Mexicans would be a significant 

source of legal and illegal immigration to the United States in the following decades after the 

passage of the 1965 Immigration and Naturalization Act which changed the U.S. immigration 

restrictive policy that lasted for almost four decades.   

4.3.New Immigrants and New Policy 1965-2002 

The 1960s witnessed the culmination of the social activism known as the civil rights 

movement. The period was characterized by a total shift in the American view towards racism 

and discriminatory policies towards ethnic minorities. Immigration was no exception as there 

was common acceptance that the prejudiced national origins quota system was no longer the 

appropriate immigration policy for the country, and there was an urging need to reform it. 1965 

marked the beginning of the campaign of immigration reform which started with the repeal of 

the 1920 restrictive measures, and the establishment of the new system based on family 

reunification, employment, and refugee admissions.      

4.3.1. 1965 Immigration and Nationality Act and the Repeal of the National 

Origins Quota System 

Forty years after the establishment of the controversial national-origins quota system, the 

United States repealed the 1920s restrictive policy. The year 1965 marked the end of the U.S. 

policy based on the admission of new immigrants according to their race, origin, and ideology. 

As seen in the previous point, there was a tense debate between the advocates of restriction and 

those favoring a more liberalized policy and the abolition of the discriminatory quotas. The latter 

had marked the history of the country until 1965. But the passage of the 1965 Immigration and 

Nationality Act might not be as important to understand as the change in the political direction of 

the U.S. legislators. The shift in the political position vis-à-vis the immigration policy was the 

result of the political activism that had started during the era of restriction and culminated in the 

passage of the 1965 Act. 

Among the influential figures that fully supported a reform of the immigration policy was 

President Truman. As discussed in the previous point, he believed in a policy free of barriers 

based on racial or political and ideological grounds. The veto that he used to block the passage of 

the 1952 McCarran-Walter Act was a major sign of his determination to relax the measures 

before leaving office few months later. But this was not the last step he took for a change; he 
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appointed a Commission on Immigration and Naturalization through the executive order 10392 

on 04 September 1952 with the task of evaluating the current immigration policy and providing 

recommendations for possible reform. On January 1953, twenty days before Truman left office, 

the Commission submitted its 319-page report named ‘Whom We Shall Welcome.” The report 

characterized the U.S. immigration policy as “unwise and injurious to the nation.”
354

 According 

to the report, the policy was not suitable for the country and needed to be revised to serve the 

national interests of the United States.      

Besides, the report provided a set of recommendations that was seen by the members of 

the Commission as the ground on which a reformed immigration policy would stand. Seventeen 

recommendations were provided on what concerns different aspects of the immigration policy, 

but the focus of this point will be on the recommendations made with regard to the quota system. 

First, the report called for the total elimination of the national-origins quota system as being the 

basis of the immigration policy. Second, the Commission proposed an annual quota of new 

admissions set at one-sixth of one percent of the total U.S. population according to the recent 

census; for instance, taking the 1950 as a base year, the annual quota would increase the number 

of new immigrants from 154,657 as allowed by the existing legislation to 251,162 under the 

proposed plan while emphasizing on the fact that the visas would be allocated “without regard to 

origin, race, creed, or color.”
355

 Third, the admitted quota should be allocated on the basis of five 

classes: “the right for asylum, reunion of families, needs of the United States, special needs for 

free world, and general immigration.”
356

 Finally, the political developments of the period 

necessitated that the report recommend the ban of “spies and saboteurs” and any individual who 

was in relation with the totalitarian regimes.
357

 The Commission’s recommendation was a 

reflection of the mounting fear of the Communist spread among the American society and 

political institutions through infiltrated immigrants during the period of the Cold War. 

The report submitted by the President’s Commission on Immigration and Naturalization 

encouraged the establishment of a more liberal policy for it believed that immigration was “one 

of the reasons why it [the United States] became a great and powerful nation.”
358

 Contrary to the 

supporters of immigration restriction who claimed that the immigrants had negative impacts on 
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the earnings of the native-born and were the cause of the high unemployment rates, the 

Commission responded by emphasizing on the fact that immigration had benefitted the U.S. 

economy and that there was no evidence that the newcomers had had any influence on the 

nation’s joblessness or poverty throughout the century and a half of open-door policy.
359

 Besides, 

the report claimed that the prosperous regions in the country were those which witnessed the 

flow of significant numbers of immigrants during the previous years; it, thus, sustained the claim 

of many renowned economists who believed that the restrictive policy was the main factor that 

caused the 1930s Great Depression.
360

 Hence, a relaxed immigration policy was believed to be of 

great importance to provide the country with the sufficient labor supply to strengthen the 

expanding economy. But Congress, still dominated by fervent opponents to immigration reform, 

did ignore the report and its recommendations, and restriction would continue for little more than 

a decade after.       

Immigration reform was also an important subject in the agenda of the next U.S. 

administration led by President Dwight D. Eisenhower.
361

 The latter sent several messages to the 

U.S. Congress on the issue of immigration. Each time, he urged the legislative power to review 

the restrictive policy over immigration and substitute it with a liberal one to keep pace with the 

world developments in terms of politics and economy. He believed that the economic conditions 

of the country necessitated an increase of 65.000 immigrants in the annual quota in addition to 

less restrictive policy with regard to the admission of political refugees.
362

 In his last message to 

Congress on the issue on 17 March 1860, Eisenhower focused on the need of the United States to 

revise its immigration laws to keep up with world developments. Besides an act which intended 

to absorb a considerable number of political refugees fleeing oppression, he proposed another act 

which would increase the total annual admitted number twofold from 154,000 to 316,000.
363

 In 

his message, he criticized the system of quotas as being unfair and called for the termination of 

any racial and discriminatory policy and its substitution with a liberalized one based on the 

following recommendations: 
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- The elimination of the limit of 2,000 directed to immigrants from the Asiatic-Pacific 

triangle. 

- The replacement of the census year used as a base for the national origins quota 

system from 1920 to 1960 to allow the admission of more immigrants from 

disproportionate regions. 

- The increase in the maximum per year quota to one-sixth of one percent of the overall 

U.S. population. 

- The substitution of the principle of admission based on the percentage of a given 

group in the population by a pattern of calculation centered on the number of 

admitted newcomers from the same group between the years 1924 and 1959. 

- The redistribution of the unfilled quotas of some countries on the immigrants of other 

nations whose annual quotas were fully used.
364

       

Eisenhower’s requests to amend the existing immigration laws were not taken seriously by the 

restrictionist-dominated Congress. He left office in 1961 without reaching his aim of establishing 

a more liberalized policy. The attempts would carry on with the coming of a new president who 

was ardently committed to the immigration reform project.             

 John F. Kennedy
365

 had started his immigration reform activism long before he became 

president of the United States. In fact, JFK backed Truman’s veto against the passage of the 

McCarran-Walter Act when he was senator in 1952. He was against the restrictive immigration 

policy established in the 1920s. He made his ideas concerning an immigration reform know by 

publishing a book in 1958 entitled “A Nation of Immigrants.” Ira Mehlman wrote that even 

though the book was not publically well-noticed, it “ultimately became the basis for the 

immigration reforms of 1965 which, to this day, stand as the foundation of US immigration 

policy.”
366

 In the book, Kennedy proposed to end the national origins quota system and 

substitute it with a new open policy.  

 In his book, Kennedy overtly criticized the fact that Congress issued legislations that 

repealed the ban on Asian immigrants, granted symbolic quotas to them, and allowed husbands 
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and wives to reunite but did nothing with regard to the existing policy based on quotas.
367

 The 

immigration restriction transformed the United States from a nation welcoming immigrants and 

oppressed people to one that put barriers and limitations on the admitted races and numbers. In 

this context, JFK described that the country had shifted from its fundamental ideals and 

principles with the establishment of the quota system. He even suggested extending the famous 

Emma Lazarus’s words written on a bronze plaque on the pedestal of the Statue of Liberty which 

says “Give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,” because 

they no longer symbolized the country as it departed from its role of helping the poor and 

oppressed unconditionally; he proposed to add to Lazarus’ quote “as long as they come from 

Northern Europe, are not too tired or too poor or slightly ill, never stole a loaf of bread, never 

joined any questionable organization, and can document their activities for the past two years” to 

show that the restrictive policy filtered the origins, social status, and political orientations of 

immigrant candidates.
368

          

 Kennedy was totally against an immigration system based on racial and geographical 

quotas. He rather proposed a policy favoring individuals with the skills that the United States 

needed, family reunification, in addition to a humanitarian side devoted to the admission of the 

politically, religiously, and racially persecuted people and the people suffering from natural 

calamities. Besides, JFK urged Congress to consider the repeal of the Asia-Pacific Triangle 

provision implemented by the 1952 McCarran-Walter Act that granted the countries of the 

region a small quota of 100 persons which affected heavily the process of family reunification.
369

 

It is worth noting that Kennedy did not want an unrestricted policy, but rather a “fair” and 

“flexible” one that strengthens the role of the United States as a haven for the oppressed and 

persecuted.
370

 

 Kennedy was politically committed to the issue of immigration reform and the repeal of 

the national origins quota system. He made of this topic one of his campaign themes when he ran 

for president of the United States in 1960. When he became president, he kept his plan to reform 

the immigration system of the country. On 23 July 1963, JFK sent a presidential letter to 

Congress on the issue of immigration reform. He proposed a legislation that would end the 

system based on national origins quota and install a system that served “the national interest and 
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reflects in every detail the principles of equality and human dignity.”
371

 Kennedy recommended 

in his letter that a new system should be established based on the following three grounds:  

- Immigrants’ skills needed in the job market. 

- The family reunification. 

- First come, first served.
372

    

In other words, Kennedy preached for a law that guaranteed the supply of skilled individuals that 

the country needed in the different domains. Allowing the already established immigrants to 

reunite with the families was encouraged. And finally, priority would be given to the first 

registered applicants in case of equivalent applications. It is important to point out that these 

measures were operational under the McCarran-Walter Act but the only difference was that they 

were disproportionally distributed under limited quotas. Daniels pointed out that it was not easy 

to see Congress abandon its control over immigration policy to any president; therefore it 

blocked the passage of any legislation that altered the existing system.
373

 Kennedy was 

assassinated few months after his letter to Congress; he did not witness any immigration reform 

as he had actively longed for, but his successor did follow the same path towards a new 

immigration system. 

 It was apparent that the immigration reform needed much more than a political 

motivation; the social developments of the era were responsible for the shaping of a national 

political and public opinions about the need to revise the current system. The 1960s was an era 

of civil rights movement par excellence. In fact, the coming of an old-new administration did not 

change much the strategy adopted by JFK. Lyndon B. Johnson,
374

 Kennedy’s Vice-President, 

became the thirty-sixth president of the United States in 1963, and then he was elected in the 

1964 presidential elections. Soon after his inauguration, Johnson showed his support for an 

immigration reform that should accompany the civil transformation of the U.S. society. 

Johnson’s speech in his first State of the Union Address in 1964 reflected the impact of the social 

movement on the way the immigration revision would occur; he insisted on the fact that the 

decision makers “must abolish not some, but all racial discrimination” and that they “must also 

lift by legislation the bars of discrimination against those who seek entry into our country, 
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particularly those who have much needed skills and those joining their families.”
375

 The national 

origins quota system was no longer a suitable policy for the American government; it became 

obsolete and not compatible with the societal developments triggered by the civil rights 

movements of the early 1960s. It was time to end the four-decade period of immigration 

restriction based on racial and geographical discrimination. In fact, the White supremacist 

ideology that prevailed for more than three centuries was under ardent criticism and needed to be 

reformed and substituted by one which preached equality and justice between all Americans as 

called for by civil rights advocates. Following the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, all 

eyes were on the immigration reform that had long been sought; commenting on the Act, Vice-

President Hubert Humphrey said “We have removed all elements of second-class citizenship 

from our laws by Civil Rights Act ...We must in 1965 remove all elements in our immigration 

law which suggests there are second-class people.”
376

       

  Finally, on 3 October 1965 President Johnson, on Liberty Island and under the Statue of 

Liberty, signed the Immigration and Nationality Act, also known as the Hart-Celler Act, which 

officially put an end to the controversial national origins quota system. The Act was named after 

Senator Philip Hart and Representative Emanuel Celler who proposed the bill and who were 

backed by Johnson and his administration. The Act’s main purpose was to repeal the national 

origins quota system that allocated racial and discriminatory quotas to certain peoples; the 1965 

Law, thus, insured that “no person  shall  receive  any preference  or priority  or be discriminated  

against in the issuance of an immigrant  visa because of his race,  sex, nationality,  place  of  

birth,  or  place  of  residence.”
377

 The Act established a quota of 170.000 immigrants per fiscal 

year from the Eastern Hemisphere with a maximum country quota not exceeding 20.000 a year. 

As far as the Western Hemisphere is concerned, unlike the previous provisions which had not set 

any quota limit on immigration from the region, the Hart-Celler Act imposed an annual ceiling 

of 120.000 immigrants.
378

 The Act installed a preference-based system favoring family 

reunification and employment based immigration. The following table gives more information 

about the admitted classes of the 1965 legislation: 

                                                 
375

 Lyndon B. Johnson, “January 8, 1964: State of the Union,” Miller Center, May 3, 2017, 

https://millercenter.org/the-presidency/presidential-speeches/january-8-1964-state-union. 
376

 Edward J. Erler, Thomas G. West, and John A. Marini, The Founders on Citizenship and Immigration: 

Principles and Challenges in America (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2007), 166. 
377

 “H.R. 2580 (89th): An Act to Amend the Immigration and Nationality Act, and for Other Purposes,” U.S. 

Government Information, October 3, 1965, https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/STATUTE-79/pdf/STATUTE-79-

Pg911.pdf, 911. 
378

 Richard D. Alba and Victor Nee, Remaking the American Mainstream: Assimilation and Contemporary 

Immigration (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2003), 174.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Philip_Hart
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Emanuel_Celler


 

174 

 

Total Preferences 

Per-country limit 

Unlimited 

290.000 a 

20.000 

Immediate family members (spouses, children, and parents) of U.S. 

citizens b 

Family Preferences 74% of total preferences 

1
st
 Preference 

 

Unmarried sons and daughters c of U.S. citizens 

20% (58.000) 

2
nd

 Preference 

 

 

Spouses and unmarried sons and daughters d of permanent resident 

aliens 

20% (58.000) 

4
th

 Preference 

 

 

Married sons and daughters e of U.S. citizens and their spouses and 

children 

10% (29.000) 

5
th

 Preference 

 

Brothers and sisters b of U.S. citizens and their spouses and children 

24% (69.600) 

Skill-based 

Preferences 

and Refugees 

26% of total preferences 

3
rd

 Preference 

 

 

Members of the professions of exceptional ability in sciences and 

arts and their spouses and children 

10% (29,000) 

6
th

 Preference 

 

 

Skilled or unskilled workers in occupations in which labor is in 

short supply and their spouses and children 

10% (29,000) 

7
th

 Preference 

 

Refugees f 

6% (initially 10,200, increased to 17,400) 

Note: A “child” is defined as an unmarried person under 21 years of age, unless otherwise noted. 

a The 1965 Immigration Act set a ceiling of 170,000 on Eastern Hemisphere immigration. It also limited 

Western Hemisphere immigration, effective July 1, 1968, to 120,000 annually without per-country limits. The 

1976 Immigration and Naturalization Act Amendments applied the 20,000 per-country limit to the Western 

Hemisphere. The 1978 law set a single world-wide ceiling of 290,000, and the Refugee Act of1980 set the 

worldwide ceiling at 270,000. 

b To sponsor parents or siblings, the petitioning U.S. citizen must be aged 21 or older. 

c Aged 21 or older. 

d The second preference “unmarried sons and daughters” included both minor and adult children. 

e Married sons or daughters are persons who have recognized parent-child relationship and are married, 

regardless of age. 

f The seventh preference category of the 1965 act reserved 6% of Eastern Hemisphere immigrant visas to 

refugees. As the ceiling for the Eastern Hemisphere visas was initially set at 170,000, the number for the 

category was 10,200. It increased to 17,400 when the 1978 law set a single worldwide ceiling of 290,000. By 

the 1980 Refugee Act, refugees were admitted separately and were not under the preference system. The 6% 

preference for refugees from 1965 was added to the second preference, increasing it from 20% to 26%. 

Table 4.7. Hart-Celler Act of 1965
379

 

The new system permitted the entrance of immigrants under two categories: quota-limited 

immigrants and quota-exempted immigrants. Under the annual permitted quotas, the following 

categories were admitted: 
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- a slot of almost three-quarters of the total number (exactly 74%) was dedicated to the adult 

children and the siblings of the U.S citizens or permanent residents  

- One-fifth was dedicated to high-skilled individuals or persons whose jobs were needed in 

American labor market and who were sponsored by U.S. firms.  

- A proportion of 6%, or approximately 10.000 immigrants, was devoted to refugees, asylum 

seekers, and those displaced by natural disasters.
380

 

On the other hand, the new law allowed the entrance of certain categories on a non-quota basis; 

this was the most important provision that would later affect the flow of immigration to the 

United States. The minor children, spouses, and parents of American citizens and lawful 

permanent residents were admitted outside the imposed annual quotas.
381

 It is worthy to note that 

the number of such categories was subject to no numerical limitations. The impact of the 1965 

Act on the U.S. demographics was judged not important by President Johnson and the law 

makers as they expected no dramatic alteration in the ethnic composition of the U.S. society, but 

the impact, which will be discussed in the following section, was much more important than 

what they expected. The Act transformed the country from a black/white society into a multi-

ethnic one few decades after the Act went into effect.    

4.3.2. Post-1965 Immigration Legislations 

In the years that followed the passage of the groundbreaking Immigration and Nationality 

Act of 1965, Congress issued many other acts. These laws treated three main subjects: the issue 

of refugees, legal immigration to the United States, as well as undocumented immigration (which 

will be discussed in the next section). As far as the refugee legislations are concerned, three acts 

were passed in the years 1966, 1975, and 1980. The subject was a hot one due to the period of 

Cold War which witnessed many conflicts and resulted in the displacement of many people. In 

fact, refugees had long been a subject for debate especially during the era of restriction; as seen 

in the previous section, there was strong opposition in Congress to allow the entrance of big 

numbers of European refugees under a non-quota basis. It was not until the post-WWII period 

that the measures were relatively relaxed and the number of admitted refugees increased. 
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One year after the Hart-Celler Act was issued; Congress passed the Cuban Adjustment 

Act on 2 November 1966. The law was adopted amid the rising tensions with the Communist 

regime of Fidel Castro. The Act was directed to aid the anti-Castro escapees by granting them 

permanent residence in the United States. The Act provided that any individual “who is a native 

or citizen of Cuba and who has been inspected and admitted or paroled into the United States” 

after 1 January 1959 and who proved a two-year residence
382

 in the United States was granted 

along with their spouse and children the status of a lawful permanent resident of the United 

States.
383

 In addition, immigrant visas were to be issued to eligible Cubans desiring to travel to 

the United States and get the permanent residence. The Act did exempt the Cuban refugees from 

the requirements imposed on the other immigrants; they were accepted whatever the way they 

entered the country was. Cuban immigrants were admitted even if they reached the American 

shores illegally and without any travel documents or issued visas. Had they entered illegally to 

the United States, immigrants from other countries would have been subject to deportation.  

 The second legislation dealing with the subject of refugees was passed almost a decade 

following the Cuban Adjustment Act. After the United States’ involvement in the Vietnam War 

(1955-1975) ended, the issue of the refugees who supported America and who feared for their 

safety came to be the hot subject of the post-war period. As a sign of recognition, calls for the 

admission of such war refugees increased. Congress reacted by passing the Indochina Migration 

and Refugee Assistance Act of 1975 which admitted almost 130.000 refugees from Vietnam and 

Cambodia.
384

 In fact, the source of the issue came from the U.S. intervention in Vietnam amid 

the Cold War. The Americans were supporting the South Vietnamese against their Northern 

Communist compatriots. With the United States losing the War, a big number of Vietnamese 

were displaced due to the Communist domination of the nation. The Americans believed that 

assisting those refugees who fled Indochina was necessary and represented “the finest tradition 

of America.”
385

 

However, the two acts that were passed were special legislations that targeted particular 

cases. The United States did not have any legislation that treated the refugee issue 

comprehensively because, as seen previously, the existing laws made it very difficult to treat 
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refugee requests as they granted a small number annually. Demands for a new broad legislation 

culminated in the passage of the Refugee Act of 1980 which set a new and comprehensive 

system for the admission of more displaced persons from no specified countries or period. The 

Act which was signed into law by President Jimmy Carter
386

 on 17 March 1980 raised the annual 

ceiling from the 17.400 allowed by the previous laws to 50.000 refugees per fiscal year.
387

 As 

stated in the Act, its purpose was to provide assistance to persecuted people and urge all the 

other nations to admit the refugees on a purely humanitarian basis.
388

 Moreover, the law did not 

set a fixed ceiling of admitted refugees, it rather left it open for the President of the United States 

to raise the number of annual admissions of a given year “after appropriate consultation” with 

Congress, and that would be “justified by humanitarian concerns or is otherwise in the national 

interest.”
389

 In other words, the Act anticipated future refugee crises and avoided any subsequent 

legislation by allowing the increase of the annual limit through the aforementioned process. 

The 1980 Refugee Act provided a definition of who would be considered as a refugee. In 

fact, the Act stated that a person could be regarded as refugee and, thus, benefit from the U.S. 

refugee program if this individual was outside or within the country of their nationality or  

in the case of a person having no nationality, is outside any country in 

which such person last habitually resided, and who is unable or unwilling 

to return to, and is unable or unwilling to avail himself or herself of the 

protection of, that country because of persecution or a well-founded fear 

of persecution on account of race, religion, nationality, membership in a 

particular social group, or political opinion
390

     

This definition was inspired by the United Nations’ definition of refugees provided in the 1951 

Refugee Convention relating to the Status of Refugees. The latter defines the refugee as 

“someone who is unable or unwilling to return to their country of origin owing to a well-founded 

fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular 

social group, or political opinion.” The United States adhered to the policy of the United Nations 

and the international community with regards to the refugee issue.
391

 The Act granted the 

refugees the right for permanent residence after one year stay and made them eligible for 
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citizenship after five years of residence in the United States.
392

 In fact the Act has been an 

important piece of legislation in the U.S. history and constitutes now the basis of the American 

refugee program.  

 Besides the laws dealing with refugee issue, Congress passed two acts hat amended the 

Immigration Act of 1965. The legislations did not make a significant change in the immigration 

policy; it modified the annual and per country ceilings especially for countries of the Western 

Hemisphere. The 1976 Immigration and Nationality Act Amendments set the annual ceiling of 

20.000 immigrants per country and applied almost the same system of preference and 

employment-based immigration that was used for immigrants from the Eastern Hemisphere on 

those coming from the Western Hemisphere.
393

 The Act uniformed the conditions of admission 

for the countries of both hemispheres. In 1978, the Immigration Act was further amended by 

setting an annual ceiling of 290.000 on worldwide immigration to the United States.
394

 In fact, 

there was no differentiation between immigrants coming from different parts of the world as the 

same preference system was imposed on the overall applicants. The 1978 Act established the 

Select Commission on Immigration and Refugee Policy with the duty to “study and evaluate … 

existing laws, policies, and procedures governing the admission of immigrants and refugees to 

the United States and to make such administrative and legislative recommendations to the 

President and to the Congress as are appropriate.”
395

 The report had a significant impact on the 

immigration legislation of the country a few years after being submitted in 1981.  

The major immigration legislation after the 1965 Act was the 1990 Immigration Act 

which was signed into law by President George H. W. Bush
396

 on 29 November of the same 

year. It served as an amendment to the provisions of the previous immigration laws and tackled 

several categories such as immigrant admission, family-based system, employment-based 

immigration, and the creation of the Diversity Visa Lottery Program.
397

 It is worthy to note that 

it was the first significant reform legislation with regard to legal immigration after the 1965 Act. 
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In the twenty-five-year period, Congress issued acts which dealt mainly with either refugees or 

illegal immigrants. The Act operated major reforms on immigration legislation but it did not alter 

the basic principles of the 1965 reforms based on annual limitations, family reunification, and 

high skilled employment-based principle. Similar to the Dillingham Commission’s report of 

1907 which constituted the bedrock of the U.S. restrictive immigration policy for forty years, the 

roots of the 1990 legislation go back to the recommendations of the Report of the 

aforementioned Select Commission on Immigration and Refugee Policy submitted to Congress 

on 1 March 1981.  

The report recommended Congress to review the annual ceiling by raising the total 

admissions from 270.000 to 350.000 a year; the commission justified its choice by the fact that 

higher legal immigration rates would improve the U.S. economy and strengthen the national 

interest.
398

 On the other hand, no numerical limits were recommended for “refugee, immediate 

relative and special immigrant admissions.”
399

 The commissioners urged the policy makers to 

keep the system of family reunification and the admission of immediate relatives to U.S. citizens 

and recommended to expand the categories to include “adult unmarried sons and daughters and 

grandparents of U.S. adult citizens.”
400

 As far as the refugees are concerned, the Commission 

favored keeping the presidential consultation with Congress to determine the annual admissions. 

Besides, persons not meeting the criteria of refugee admission were recommended to be 

excluded and deported no matter how big their number was.  

In fact, the 1990 Act did not depart from the 1965 legislation’s basic principles: the Act 

did build its structure on the firm basics of family reunification and skillful immigrants needed in 

the nation’s economy, and endorsed it with a new diversity program that allocated a fixed quota 

to individuals from countries that had been poorly represented in the immigration flow to the 

United States by the provisions of the 1965 Act. The 1990 Act was highly supported by the Bush 

Administration for it was judged beneficial for the country; President Bush stated when he 

signed the Act into Law that it “accomplished what this administration sought from the outset of 
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the immigration reform process: a complementary blending of our tradition of family 

reunification with increased immigration of skilled individuals to meet our economic needs.”
401

   

The 1990 Act kept the same system of worldwide immigration as implemented by the 

1978 Immigration Act Amendments, and which was based on a non-discriminatory policy with 

regard to race, gender, origin, or place of residence. It reviewed upwards the overall immigration 

ceiling to reach 675.000 admissions per fiscal year distributed as follows:
402

    

- A slot of 480.000 immigrants directed to family reunification.  

- A slot of 140.000 dedicated to employment-based immigrants 

- A quota of 55.000 immigrants devoted to the new diversity program. 

It is worthy to note that no country was allowed by the new law to exceed 7% of the total 

admitted ceiling.
403

 The number of family- and employment-based immigrants was increased to 

reinforce the family reunification principle and value the economic contribution of the skilled 

immigrants to the country’s economy. The details of the allocated number for each category are 

provided in the following table: 
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Category THOSE QUALIFIED Numerical Limit 

TOTAL FAMILY-SPONSORED IMMIGRANTS 480.000+ 

IR Immediate relatives: spouses, unmarried minor children, or 

parents of U.S. citizens 

Uncapped 

F Family-based immigrants 226.000 (Minimum) 

F1 Unmarried sons and daughters of U.S. citizens (21 and 

over), and their minor children. 

23.400 

 

F2A Spouses, minor children (under 21) of LPR 87.900 

F2B Unmarried sons and daughters (21 and over) of LPR 26.300 

F3 Married sons and daughters of U.S. citizens 23.400 

F4 Brothers and sisters of U.S. citizens 65.000 

 

EB 

 

EMPLOYMENT-BASED IMMIGRANTS 

 

140.000 

EB1 Priority workers: persons of extraordinary ability in the 

arts, science, education, business, or athletics; outstanding 

professors or researchers with at least 3 years of 

experience; and managers and executives subject to 

international transfers to the United States 

 

 

40.000
404

 

EB2 Professionals holding advanced degrees (PhD., master’s 

degree, or at least 5 years of progressive post-baccalaureate 

experience) or persons of exceptional ability in sciences, 

arts, or business 

 

40.000 

EB3 Skilled workers, professionals with bachelors, and 

unskilled workers 

40.000 

EB4 Certain special immigrants- ministers, religious workers, 

current or former U.S. government workers, etc.  

10.000 

EB5 An investor that invests between $500.000 and $1.000.000 

in the United States which creates at least 10 new full-time 

jobs 

10.000 

DV DIVERSITY VISA PROGRAM 55.000 

TOTAL 675.000 
Table 4.8. Permanent Legal Immigration System (Immigration Act of 1990)

 405
 

As mentioned before, the Immigration Act of 1990 created a new system of admission of 

permanent residents called the Diversity Visa Program. The program, which is still effective, 
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grants a slot of 55.000 to immigrants from nations which were affected by the provisions of the 

1965 Act. The latter adopted a family-based reunification system which penalized many 

countries that had had low immigration representation in the recent years. With the goal of 

promoting diversity, immigrants from countries which sent low numbers of immigrants to the 

United States were allowed to participate in this program which is based on a random lottery 

process. Each immigrant should have “at least a high school education or its equivalent, or has, 

within 5 years of the date of application for a visa, at least 2 years of work experience in an 

occupation which requires at least 2 years of training or experience.”
406

 Each country is 

attributed a number of admissions with a not-to-exceed 7% of the total Diversity Program quota 

for a single country. Though the DV Program constituted only 8.1% of the total annual ceiling, 

but it contributed along with the other admitted categories of the Act to shape an immigration 

policy which was initiated in 1965 to have drastic impacts on the U.S. society. No one could 

imagine when adopting the 1965 Act that it would transform the ethnic composition of the 

country and affect its immigration policy. 

4.4.The Impact of the New Policy on American Society 

The adoption of the two immigration acts and the establishment of the new immigration 

policy had significant consequences on the U.S. society. Historians believe that the impacts of 

the new policy adopted in 1965 were not expected, but the adoption of the Immigration Act of 

1990 supported the outcomes of the previous Act. The country’s ethnic composition was quickly 

altered as it was no longer referred to as a Black/White society. The new policy opened the door 

for new source countries to send huge numbers to the United States which triggered a shift in the 

racial and ethnic contours of the country. The new policy was also responsible for the influx of 

significant numbers of undocumented migrants to the United States. This section will shed light 

on the ethnic transformation of the U.S. society, and the impact of such transformation on the 

economy of the country and the economics of the native workers.         

4.4.1. The Ethnic Shift of the U.S. Society 

Immigration has always been an indispensable factor of belonging to the United States. 

No one can deny the fact that the history of the country is tightly linked to that of immigration. 

Practically, no individuals can claim themselves to be pure Americans because they are all part 

                                                 
406

 “Pub. L. 101-649 (101
st
): Immigration Act of 1990,” op. cit. 



 

183 

 

of an immigration process that has started centuries ago. Even the Native Indians who have 

inhabited the land for thousands of years could not be claimed to be Americans for the simple 

reason that they had long been there and before the continent was dubbed the Americas. The 

rediscovery of the latter opened the door for massive European settlement and later immigration 

which totally reshaped the ethnic composition of American societies. The need for settlers and 

laborers to exploit the huge promising lands of the continent required the importation of millions 

of people from the four corners of the planet which resulted in multiethnic societies observable 

until the present times.    

Unsurprisingly, the American society was no exception; the ethnic diversity in the 

country draws its root from the colonial period when big numbers of British, European, and 

African immigrants, voluntary or forced, settled in the country. As seen previously, for more 

than three centuries after the establishment of the first colony on what is now the United States, 

the doors were open to receive millions of diverse immigrants who left their countries and 

established themselves in their new home. Then, the period of restriction arose and halted the 

flow of immigrants in response to the growth of nativism and rejection of foreigners. One 

important factor that shaped the American restrictive philosophy was the growing concern about 

the impact of the foreigners on the ethnic composition of the American society. The flow of 

immigrants was drastically altered and the ethnic transformation of the country was successfully 

frozen, but with the enactment of the 1965 Immigration Act, the old concerns about diversity 

have been revived after immigration sharply rose especially from new parts of the world which 

were undesirable a few decades ago.  

 President Lyndon B. Johnson and the policymakers did not expect the 1965 Immigration 

Act to have a significant impact on the U.S. society. In his speech at the signing of the Act into 

law, Johnson said that it was a very important piece of legislation for it would “repair a very 

deep and painful flaw in the fabric of American justice.”
407

 It was quite clear that the era which 

was marked by heavy movements against racism, discrimination, and social injustices was a 

major push factor towards the abolition of the discriminatory national origins quota system.  He 

and his administration underestimated the impacts that such legislation would have on the 

immigration policy and on the number of immigrants as he stated that the Act was not “a 

revolutionary bill” and would not “affect the lives of millions … reshape the structure of our 
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daily lives, or really add importantly to either our wealth or our power.”
408

 In fact, the new 

system which was based chiefly on family reunification and on employment generated an 

unintended era of massive immigration that would last for a long time. 

 Johnson and the advocates of the 1965 Act miscalculated the immigration growth 

engendered as they expected no more than 50.000 or 60.000 new arrivals per year,
409

 but that 

was very far from the real numbers. In his PhD thesis on the development of the modern 

policymaking, Philip E. Wolgin pointed out that unlike the expectations of the Johnson 

Administration, immigration increased rapidly after 1965; it increased by 40 percent in 1970s 

and in the following decade, the numbers were twice the 1965 rate and most of them coming 

from South America, Africa, Asia and the Caribbean.
410

 In fact, the issue lies in the uncapped 

category of immigrants allowed under the Act and without any numerical limitation. As seen in 

the previous section, family reunification preference took the lion’s share of the total annual 

ceiling of immigration; besides, immediate relatives of U.S. citizens were admitted outside the 

imposed annual quotas which constituted an important source of immigration. Under this system, 

immigrants and U.S. citizens could sponsor their relatives and the latter could also sponsor their 

family members after they establish themselves and become eligible by the current laws. Once 

started, the process could no longer be stopped as it became the main scheme of immigration for 

millions of people. Daniels referred to this type of migratory movement through which “related 

immigrants follow one another as links in a chain” as a “chain migration” that would remain 

intact as far as the laws in the United States and the conditions in the sending countries persist 

and do not change.
411

  

 The post-1965 period witnessed a growth in the immigration numbers which were much 

higher compared with the previous decades. 
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Years Numbers 

1965-1970 2.168.062 

1971-1975 1.932.975 

1976-1980 2.466.197 

1981-1985 2.788.650 

1986-1990 4 467 306 

1991-1995 5 228 126 

1996-2000 3 852 402 

2001-2002 2.118.258 

Total  25.021.976 

Table 4.9. Immigration to the United States, 1965-2002
412

 

Immediately after the passage of the Act, there was a steady increase in the overall immigrant 

admissions to the country. The period 1965-2002 saw more than twenty-five million people 

establishing themselves on the American soil with the year 1991 reaching a peak of 1.8 million 

newcomers.
413

 We can say that the post-1965 changes constitute another era of mass migration 

almost similar to the ones of the nineteenth and beginning of twentieth centuries. Briggs 

attributes this spectacular growth to four factors related to the core of the immigration 

legislation; he believes that the increase is due to the high refugee admissions permitted by the 

laws, the rise of undocumented immigration, the family reunification process, as well as the high  

number of temporary work permits granted by the United States.
414

    

 The new immigrants differed from those of the previous streams as the Europeans no 

longer dominated the scene. The new system altered the ethnic composition of the U.S. society 

and transformed it into a more diverse one. In the period following the 1965 legislation and until 

2000, European immigrants comprised almost 15% of the total immigration to the United States 

(see table 4.10).  
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Region  Number % of total 

Africa 683.121 3.12 

Asia § Oceania 7.696.170 35.10 

Europe 3.194.045 14.56 

North America 9.009.824 41.09 

Caribbean 

Central America 

Other N. Amer. 

2.565.455 

1.102.988 

5.341.381 

11.70 

5.03 

24.36 

South America  1.342.426 6.12 

Total Immigration 21.925.586 

Table 4.10. The Regional Origins of U.S. Immigration, 1968-2000
415

 

On the other hand, arrivals from Asia and Oceania exceeded one-third of the overall immigrants 

throughout the aforementioned period. In fact, the most striking increase was made by Northern 

American migrants (including Mexicans and Canadians for “Other Northern Americans) who 

counted little more than two-fifths of the total admitted number.  

 As shown in table 4.10, immigrants from the American and Asian continents largely 

dominated the fourth big wave of immigration initiated in 1965. Mexico sent the biggest number 

of immigrants to the United States in the period (see table 4.11).  

Countries Number % of total 

1 Mexico 4.534.426 20.68 

2 Philippines 1.427.607 6.51 

3 China 1.361.648 6.21 

4 Vietnam 1.005.243 4.58 

5 India 840.379 3.83 

6 Korea 800.863 3.65 

7 Dominican Republic 769.822 3.51 

8 Cuba 746.246 3.40 

9 USSR 645.427 2.94 

10 Jamaica 576.422 2.63 

11 United Kingdom 458.576 2.09 

12 El Salvador 465.038 2.12 

13 Canada 431.338 1.97 

14 Haiti 391.824 1.79 

15 Colombia 352.575 1.61 

Total Immigration 21.925.586 
Table 4.11. The top fifteen sources of U.S. immigration, 1968–2000416 
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The Mexicans accounted for one-fifth of the overall number of admitted immigrants. In fact, the 

4.5 million Mexican newcomers were not only regular immigrants, but the number increased 

sharply after a 1986 legislation which regularized the status of big numbers of undocumented 

migrants (the act will be discussed in the following point). Philippines and China followed in the 

second and third place respectively but with a number three times less than that of Mexico. The 

USSR and the United Kingdom were the only European countries in the top fifteen sources of 

immigration with only 1.1 million immigrants in the last three decades of the twentieth century. 

This can only mean that the new era of mass migration was similar to the previous ones only in 

the size, but the sources were totally different. Consequently, the American ethnic structure was 

altered in its core as diversity increased. 

 The impact of the new immigration stream on the American ethnic composition is 

immense and persistent. Ron Hayduk pointed out that the ethnic and racial effects that the post 

1965 immigrant stream had on the U.S. society is attributed to the big numbers that the country 

received every year, in addition to the high fertility rates especially among the two leading 

immigrant groups: Hispanics and Asians.
417

 This resulted in a rapid increase of such groups 

which affected the U.S. population.  

1960
418

 2001
419

 

Race Number % of total Race Number % of total 

White 158.832 88.6% White 196.219 68.9% 

Black 18.872 10.5% Black 36.247 12.7% 

Other 1.620 0.9% Asians 10.983 3.9% 

Latinos 36.972 13% 

Table 4.12. U.S. Population by Race, 1960 and 2001 

Table 4.12 draws a comparison between the ethnic composition of the American society at the 

eve of the 1965 immigration reforms and 2001. It is important to note that there was a rapid 

increase of some groups especially Latinos and at a lesser extent the Asians with an important 

decline of the white share of the total population. In 1860, the U.S. society could be fairly 

identified as white and black, but after four decades the nation became a multiethnic society 
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where Hispanics surpassed the African-Americans as the largest ethnic group. Hayduk believes 

that such growth would continue to affect the U.S. demographics for the coming decades due to 

fertility and would not be impacted by future changing policies.
420

 

 The changing composition of the U.S. population revived the old concerns about 

diversity and its impact on U.S. society. In fact, the same ethnic issues were behind the rise of 

xenophobic and nativist attitudes towards the foreigners and culminated in the adoption of the 

discriminatory national origins quota system of 1920s. What fueled such reactions was, in 

addition to the significant flow of regular immigrants, the high number of undocumented 

immigrants that entered the United States on a yearly basis. The following two points will deal 

with the issue of illegal immigration in the country, and on the impact of both documented and 

undocumented immigration on the economic status of the Americans as it had always been 

claimed that immigrants had had a negative impact on the economics of the native-born. 

4.4.2. The Rise of Undocumented Immigration 

 The post-1965 era witnessed not only significant regular immigration, but also a 

spectacular rise of undocumented immigration to the United States. The rise of the issue was one 

among the unexpected consequences that were caused by the new immigration system.  

Unsurprisingly, the main source of such illegal flow was Central and Latin America and notably 

Mexico. This latter country’s large borders with the United States facilitated the unlawful border 

crossing of millions of people throughout the twentieth century and especially the last decades 

following the adoption of the new immigration policy. It is hard to make exact statistics about 

unauthorized immigration, but the estimations are shocking; it is estimated that more than 36 

million people were apprehended when trying to immigrate illegally to the United States in the 

period from 1965 to 2000,
421

 whereas 8.7 million undocumented immigrants physically present 

in the country were registered in 2000.
422

 Briggs notes that the unauthorized immigrants did not 

only cross the borders and settle illegally in the United States, but a big number came with 

temporary visas and were meant to stay for a limited period of time, but they overstayed their 

visas and remained in the country as undocumented residents.
423

 

                                                 
420

 Ron Hayduk, op. cit. 
421

 Number counted according to the data provided in: Vernon M. Briggs, Op. cit., 175. 
422

 Ibid. 
423

 Ibid. 



 

189 

 

The issue of illegal immigration was not new to the Americans since the country had 

received waves of undocumented immigrants in the pre-1965 period. In fact, the WWI and the 

1920s witnessed the flow of Mexican workers, legal and illegal, to work in the United States 

when the economy flourished. The period’s restrictive policy did little to halt Mexican legal 

immigration due to, as noted before, the fact that the Southern economy depended heavily on the 

Mexican labor, but instead illegal immigration was sanctioned. In 1924, Congress established the 

U.S. Border Patrol through issuing the Labor Appropriation Act with the duty of guarding the 

borders against illegal immigration mainly from Mexico. Five years later, Congress passed the 

Undesirable Aliens Act which ordered for the deportation of illegal immigrants declaring that it 

was a felony crossing the U.S. borders without authorization and criminalized entry after 

deportation.
424

 But with 1929 Crash and the beginning of the Great Depression, nativist concerns 

about the Mexicans competing with native-born workers amid the period of high unemployment 

grew and an immediate reaction was highly requested. Spener mentioned that “hundreds of 

thousands of Mexican immigrants as well as the illegal round-up of a large number of U.S. 

citizens of Mexican ancestry” were deported in the period between 1929 and 1939, which 

resulted in the decline of the Mexicans living in the United States from 639.000 in 1929 to 

377.000 in 1939.
425

   

The second wave of Mexican illegal immigrants occurred by the end of the WWII when 

the United States opted for the Bracero program to recruit temporary Mexican workers who were 

needed especially in the Southwestern plantations. The same period saw big numbers of 

Mexicans crossing the borders illegally searching for job opportunities in the Southwestern 

states. As mentioned before, most of the Mexican illegal workers went to Texas which was 

excluded from the Bracero Program due to precedent anti-Mexican nativism. In the absence of 

available Mexican legal temporary workers, Elizabeth W. Mandeel stated that the wetbacks
426

 

were hired easily by the American cultivators who took advantage of abundant workers who 

were “unattached” and “to whom no safeguards nor conditions applied.”
427

 In fact, before 1954, 

the Mexican illegal workers were encouraged by American farmers to cross the borders because 

they were needed in the labor market. Cárdenas supports this claim and states that the United 
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States allowed the illegal wetbacks in order to provide the sufficient laborers to complement the 

Bracero Program, and that as far as they were economically beneficial to U.S. economy, they 

were desired and accepted.
428

 The following table shows how illegal immigration from Mexico 

increased after the WWII and during the Bracero Program: 

Year Total Year Total Year Total 

1941 6.082 1949 278.538 1957 44.451 

1942 DNA 1950 458.215 1958 37.242 

1943 8.189 1951 500.000 1959 30.196 

1944 26.639 1952 543.538 1960 29.651 

1945 63.602  1953 865.318 1961 29.818 

1946 91.456 1954 1.075.168 1962 30.272 

1947 182.986 1955 242.608 1963 39.124 

1948 179.385 1956 72.442 1964 43844 
Table 4.13. Mexican illegal Aliens Reported, 1941-1964

429
 

The numbers of the Mexican wetbacks were much higher than the regular Braceros in the period 

from 1946 to 1954 (see table 4.6 for comparison). In the same period, almost 4.2 million 

Mexican wetbacks were apprehended crossing the borders compared with near 1.2 million 

braceros which suggest that the American employers favored the recruitment of illegal rather 

than legal workers. The illegal workers were hired by American farm owners for a given set of 

reasons; in addition to the availability and contract-requirements-free labor, the other reason 

behind their choice, as Spener noted, was the fact that the growers did not accept “the $15 

contract fee and $25 bond they had to pay for each bracero, as well as the 4-month minimum 

length of contract they had to respect.”
430

 Indeed, the wetbacks were of big economic importance 

for the Southwestern regions in the absence of the European flows as a result of the immigration 

policy. But growing criticism of the negative impact they had on native-born wages pushed both 

the employers and the local and federal authorities to react and halt the influx of Mexicans.  

With the illegal immigration reaching its highest figures, the Mexican labor became a 

burden on the economies and societies of the hosting regions. In 1954, U.S. Border Patrol 

launched Operation Wetback in response to the spectacular growth of Mexican illegal border 

crossing. It was, as Kelly Lytle Hernandez quoted S. Attorney General Herbert Brownell, “an 

intensive and innovative law enforcement campaign” in which “eight hundred Border Patrol 

officers swept through the southwestern United States performing a series of raids, road blocks, 
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and mass deportations.”
431

 The campaign occurred in summer of the same year and succeeded in 

deporting a massive number of 1.075.168 illegal immigrants, especially from Mexico (see table 

4.13). McLemore noted that many of the deported Mexicans rapidly returned either legally or 

illegally, but their number was not influential.
432

 The Mexican illegal immigration went down 

after 1954 as the Border Patrol continued its job of watching the borders. Simultaneously, the 

Braceros’ numbers increased during the decade following the Operation Wetback until 1964 

which marked the termination of the Bracero Program. 

Despite the fact that the Bracero Program came to an end in 1964 and Mexicans were no 

longer allowed to be legally recruited to work in the United States, illegal immigration resumed 

after the passage of the 1965 Act which limited the overall immigration from the Western 

Hemisphere to 120.000. The legislation was responsible for the rise of undocumented 

immigration because of such numerical limitation; the Mexican workers used to work in the 

United States in considerable numbers during the previous decades when there were no quotas 

imposed, but with the new measures, their number fell dramatically. Though the Act imposed no 

country quota, but Mexico’s share of the total quota was much less than the number of Mexicans 

desiring to settle in the United States. The 1976 Immigration and Naturalization Act 

Amendments which set a per-country quota of 20,000 a year left practically no chances for many 

Mexicans but to cross the borders illegally. Spener pointed out that the two legislations had a 

dramatic impact on Mexican legal immigration since it granted permanent residence to only 

20.000 individuals compared with the Bracero Program which permitted an average of 400.000 

visas to Mexican workers in the 1950s.
433

 The unauthorized migration increased steadily in the 

post-1965 legislation; the following table gives an idea about the estimated number of Mexican 

border apprehensions: 
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Fiscal year Apprehensions Fiscal year Apprehensions 

1965 52.422 1984 1.138.566 

1966 79.610 1985 1.262.435 

1967 94.778 1986 1.692.544 

1968 123.519 1987 1.158.030 

1969 172391 1988 969.214 

1970 231.116 1989 891.147 

1971 302.517 1990 1.103.353 

1972 396.495 1991 1.132.033 

1973 498.123 1992 1.199.560 

1974 634.777 1993 1.263.490 

1975 596.796 1994 1.031.668 

1976 696.039 1995 1.324.202 

1977 812.541 1996 1.549.876 

1978 862.837 1997 1.412.953 

1979 888.729 1998 1.555.776 

1980 759.420 1999 1.779.010 

1981 825.290 2000 1.676.438 

1982 819.919 2001 1.266.214 

1983 1.105.670 2002 955.310 
Table 4.14. Illegal Alien Apprehensions in the United States, 1965-2002

434
 

The data presented in the table describe the upsurge in illegal immigration to the United 

States after the adoption of the 1965 Act. The numbers started to increase steadily in the 1970s, 

but the jump occurred in the 1980s and continued to the 1990s; in the two decades, the numbers 

crossed the bar of a million illegal immigrants per year in half of the 1980s and all the 1990s 

with a peak of almost 1.8 million apprehensions in 1999 (see table 4.14). The rising number is 

explained by the American employers’ need for cheap labor to meet their economic demands 

which urged them to hire illegal workers. The latter still constituted an important source of labor 

despite the American laws which prohibited such immigration. Unsurprisingly, with such 

increasing numbers, legislative reactions from Congress were inevitable in the hope of curbing 

the rising cadence of unauthorized migration. 

In 1986, Congress issued the first legislation that dealt directly with the issue of illegal 

immigration in the history of the United States. The Immigration Reform and Control Act,
435
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best known as IRCA, was signed into law by President Ronald Reagan
436

 on 6 November 1986. 

The Law addressed three main subjects with regard to undocumented immigration: the U.S.-

Mexican border enforcement, penalization of American employers hiring unauthorized workers, 

and the legalization of a certain category of illegal immigrants. First, the IRCA called for 

strengthening the Border Patrol mission to apprehend the illegal border crossers at the border 

with Mexico. The main objective was to reduce the number of undocumented aliens and to curb 

their increase. Second, it inflicted severe penalties on any employer who knowingly hired 

unauthorized workers, or continued to employ them after the Act went into effect. Third, in 

response to employers’ needs for labor especially in the agricultural field, the Act legalized the 

status of a big number of unlawful residents. It granted amnesty to approximately 2.7 million 

undocumented immigrants who proved their constant residence in the United States since 1 

January 1982, and out of which almost 2 million were Mexicans.
437

       

The purpose of the 1986 legislation was to reduce the number and impact of illegal 

immigration. In addition to the soaring records of illegal border crossers, Alejandro Portes and 

Ruben G. Rumbaut mentioned that what drove the U.S. government to react and issue the IRCA 

was the widespread idea among the media and the public opinion that the country was “losing 

control of its borders.”
438

 In fact, the law did little to solve the issue as the numbers; despite the 

first years that followed the Act and during which the numbers fell down to the half (see table 

4.14), they quickly resumed their increase after 1990 to more than 1 million a year for the whole 

decade. Besides, the law proved to be unsuccessful on what regards employers/workers section 

since, as Portes and Rumbaut pointed out, the law was against the interests of both of them, and 

they would “seek for ways to bypass the new legislation.”
439

 Moreover, increasing the border 

security had a reversed impact on the flow of illegal migrants as it encouraged them to not return 

to Mexico and, instead, bring their families and relatives to the United States.
440

    

The issue if undocumented migration remained a hot one for Congress during the 1990s. 

Establishing more measures to control it was the goal of the 1996 legislation which was signed 
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into law by President Bill Clinton
441

 on 30 September of the same year. The Illegal Immigration 

Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act (IIRIRA) increased the surveillance of the US-

Mexican frontiers through augmenting the number of the Border Patrol agents and tightened the 

border crossing process. In addition, it adopted new measures that could make even lawful 

residents subject for deportation in case they commit certain crimes. In fact, this measure 

expanded the categories of legal immigrants who were eligible for deportation. The Act also 

sanctioned any activity to help illegal immigrants cross the borders, and banned them from 

reentering the United States legally for a period of ten years. The Act meant to decrease the 

rising number of illegal migrants, but as mentioned before, their influx remained high. The 

subject of unauthorized migration was added to that of high rates of legal immigration to 

constitute an important subject of debate over their impact on the economy of the country and 

economics of the native-born Americans. 

4.4.3. The Economic Implication of the New Immigration Policy  

Before 1965, the U.S. immigration policies were tightly impacted by the economic 

developments of the country. The open-door policy that was adopted for all the nineteenth and 

the first two decades of the twentieth centuries was motivated by the large need for labor to 

increase the country’s productivity and expand the nation beyond its borders to reach the Pacific 

coastline. Millions of immigrants were pulled by the economic opportunities that the United 

States offered. But when the new immigrants were accused of having economic impacts on the 

native-born workers, nativist calls for halting their influx rose which resulted in the 1920s 

restrictive measures. Contrary to the previous immigration policies, the new one, which was 

initiated by the 1965 Act, was rather fueled by social and political upheavals; the era of the civil 

rights movement brought the discriminatory and racist system of national origins to an end. The 

new policy was not intended to have serious changes on the number or the structure of the 

country, but it did institute a new open policy which had tremendous impact on the immigration 

system. 

Though there was no clear economic motivation in the 1965 legislation, but the fact that 

the Act created a new category for admission based on some special skills that the United States 

needed is in itself an new economic orientation towards different immigration objectives. This 

detail was retained and even strengthened by the 1990 Immigration Act; the latter established a 
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preference-based system and increased the number of immigrants with skills that were not 

available in the country. The purpose behind the new system was expressed by President Bush in 

the signing of the 1990 Act when he stated that his Administration sought after “increased 

immigration of skilled individuals to meet our economic needs.”
442

 The policy of the nation 

turned into the promotion of a more competitive economy to strengthen America’s status in a 

developing world. The purpose was to make the United States an important player in the fast 

developing global economic competition. In addition, unlike the immigration of low-skilled 

individuals who are believed to impact on the wages of the native-born, the admission of high 

skilled immigrants is believed benefit the country. Abdurrahman Aydemir pointed out that 

“skilled immigrants increase the receiving country’s human capital stock, boost returns on 

physical capital, and may spur research and innovation that increase the country’s long-term 

economic growth prospects.”
443

 In fact, world economy shifted from mass productivity relying 

on low-skilled labor to advanced technological industries relying on the highly-skilled 

individuals provided mainly by immigration. 

The U.S. immigration system does not only attract immigrants with high skills, but it also 

permits the coming of low-skilled workers to settle in the country (see table 4.8). In fact, the U.S. 

economy, like any other country, requires a combination of both categories of hands. Hayduk 

mentioned that “U.S. immigration policy tends to reflect economic interests that need cheap and 

abundant labor or particular professionals and skills.
444

 The high-skilled labor serves as a 

lifebuoy for the American economy to survive the ruthless competition with other nations, 

whereas the low-skilled labor completes the economic pattern and covers the labor shortages in 

some fields.  

  One important question is asked when dealing with the impact of the new immigration 

policy: What impact did it have on the economy of the country and the economics of the 

Americans? It is hard to evaluate the impact of the new policy on the economy of the country, 

but analyzing the short-term economic developments in the 1990s reflects a positive implication. 

The American economy witnessed a boom and rapid growth during the decade that followed the 

1990 Act. Kurt Anderson mentioned that the country witnessed a yearly economic growth 
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increase of 4% in the period from 1992 to 1999, which resulted in the creation of 1.7 million 

work opportunities a year and the decline of the unemployment level to reach a historic 4% in 

1999.
445

 The economic growth had a positive impact on the American families as they saw their 

income grow by 10% during the same period.
446

 In fact, the overall economic aspects 

experienced unprecedented progress which might be partly attributed to the rise of the high-

skilled immigration. There is practically no exact evaluation of the impact of immigration on the 

economy of the United States in the post-1990 Act, but the positive evolution of the economy 

gives the impression that the new immigrants, at least, did not have a short-term negative 

economic impact on the nation.  

If there is little debate over the impact of the new immigrants on the nation’s economy, 

economists do have divergent opinions over their impact on the labor market and the native-born 

workers. The adoption of the new immigration policy which opened the gates for new and 

diverse sources of immigrants revived the old concerns about the negative effects of the 

foreigners on the earnings of the Americans and the competition over jobs. In fact, the famous 

American economist George J. Borjas points out that there are two contrasting opinions about 

the effect of immigrants on the American job market; the first view goes to claim that the 

immigrants compete with the native-born and take their jobs which has negative impacts on 

them, whereas the other view claims that they both have equal chances in the labor market and 

there is no reason that makes an immigrant worker displace a native-born especially when they 

have the same qualification.
447

 Borjas assures that there is no evidence about the impact of 

immigrants on the earnings of the American workers, and that “the presumption that immigrants 

have an adverse impact on the labor market continues to be used as a key justification for 

policies designed to restrict the size and composition of immigrant flows into the United 

States.”
448

 

In fact, the advocates of immigration restriction have always used the impact of 

immigration on the economics of the native workers as a justification to their strategy. But could 

they succeed to influence the policymaking to halt immigration as it happened in 1920s? By 

going back to the context of the passage of the restrictive acts of the beginning of the previous 
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century, we figured out that the conditions are different. Even though the ethnic diversity by the 

end of the twentieth century was almost similar to that of the beginning, but the political setting 

was different. Immigration then was managed by the Department of Labor which explains the 

restrictive measures taken in 1920s as a reaction to the economic impacts that immigration had 

on the labor force. Immigration lasted under the jurisdiction of the Department of Labor until 

1947 when it was transferred to the Department of Justice. 

It was not a surprise to see immigration managed by the Department of Justice due to the 

changing political and social conditions in the United States. The post-WWII era witnessed two 

major events; first, there was a rise of the War refugees which persuaded the American 

politicians to reconsider the restrictive barriers put to block even humanitarian admissions which 

was against the new role that the country played as the world leader. Second, the era witnessed 

the escalation of the social activism as part of the civil rights movement. The changes made in 

1960s with regard to immigration and civil rights were not possible without the major transition 

in the immigration management made in 1947. Margaret Sands Orchowski pointed out that such 

a move made “the focus of immigration law one of justice—family unification and 

antidiscrimination instead of about work, jobs, and labor development of the country.”
449

 Thus, 

amid the social movements of the era, immigration was no longer a question of labor and 

workers, but rather “a civil right and a matter of justice for immigrants.”
450

  

The event that immigration restriction would occur due to the claimed negative impact of 

immigration on the labor market and native workers would not be expected because of a couple 

of reasons. First, the American employers would be the first to oppose such measures given the 

fact that they would fight to preserve their economic interests as they were themselves behind the 

increase of immigration levels in the 1990 Act (see previous points). Third, the immigration 

management was no longer under the labor department; the calls for an immigration restriction 

based on negative impact on labor would not gain support among Congress as other issues 

received more importance. Finally, the shift of the immigration control to the Department of 

Homeland Security in 2002 as a result of the terrorist attacks that the United States was opposed 

to made it quite difficult to rely on labor issues to alter the immigration policy. The rise of 

terrorism in the beginning of the twenty-first century impacted on the way immigration would be 

handled; any measures with regard to the admission or restriction of immigrants would be 
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influenced by national security perspective rather than economic or civil ones. The shift of 

immigration management to the jurisdiction of the Department of Homeland Security would 

mark a new era in the evolution of the U.S. immigration policy.        

4.5. Conclusion  

The 1920s national origins quota system which was established as a response to the 

nativist calls based on the claim that immigration hurt native-born earnings and job opportunities 

soon proved its loopholes. It not only prevented the country from playing its historic role as a 

place of refuge for the distressed and persecuted, it also deprived the labor market of the needed 

workers which pushed the American government to rely on the temporary Mexican Braceros to 

fill the labor shortages. The social developments of the 1950s and 1960s made it indispensable 

for the U.S. decision makers to repeal the discriminatory and racial system and replace it with a 

new one that matched the social transformation of the U.S. society. 

Thus, the new system was not driven by economic motives at the beginning because no 

one expected its impacts on the country. But with the revival of mass immigration and the 

developments that occurred to the world economy, the immigration policy was adapted to suit 

the national economic interests as it favored the importation of highly skilled individuals who 

were needed in the American job market. In fact, the immigration goals shifted from 

encouraging the coming of big numbers of unskilled workers, like what happened with the 

previous streams, to the promotion of the migration of talented people who could benefit the 

U.S. economy qualitatively to be able to compete with other powerful and developed countries. 

The United States did not alter the 1965 upsurge because it was beneficial for the country’s 

economy and, it rather strengthened it with the 1990 legislation.           
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Conclusion  

 

The United States of America has always been a refuge for millions of 

immigrants seeking religious tolerance, political freedom, and better economic 

conditions. Immigration constitutes an important chapter in the history of the country; 

no American can claim himself not being an immigrant or the offspring of former 

immigrants. The nation is a cosmopolitan society where all nationalities of the world 

meet, and this was possible thanks to the immigration policies adopted throughout the 

four centuries of the nation’s existence. We can distinguish between three different 

phases that marked the policy with regard to immigration; the liberal policy which 

lasted from colonial times to the end of the second decade of the twentieth century. This 

long period witnessed an ever increasing demand for labor to sustain the country’s 

expanding borders and economy. Then, a four-decade era of dramatic decline of 

immigration rates caused by the restrictive measures adopted in 1920s and which were 

motivated by nativist activism based on claims of negative economic impacts of 

immigrants on American workers. The third phase was triggered by the 1965 legislation 

which started a new epoch of open immigration putting an end to the controversial 

national origins quota system.    

 In colonial America, the colonies adopted different immigration policies that suited 

their proper economic interests. All what mattered for the colonies was how to populate 

and expand their legacy on the new continent. They got engaged in a tough race over 

attracting the maximum number of workers needed for the growth of their economies 

because it was believed that the stability of the colonies rested on their economic 

prosperity. After the English labor force ceased to be the major stream by the second 

half of the seventeenth century, and amid the paramount progress of the British colonies 

in North America, the efforts were concentrated on the importation of non-English 

workers to keep the pace of growth. The colonists’ policies relied on several 

advertisement techniques, land grant policy, and the notorious indentured servitude 

system in the goal of persuading the Europeans to join the colonies. On the other hand, 
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the colonies’ legislatures passed laws to establish the institution of slavery and legalize 

the importation of forced black African slaves especially in the South. The need for 

more workers was the main criterion that shaped the immigration strategy of colonial 

America. The major purpose of such strategy was to provide sufficient workers to cover 

the labor shortage caused by the expanding agricultural fields. Therefore, it is unbiased 

to say that the colonial immigration policy was influenced and shaped by the economic 

developments of the colonies.     

 The same economic objectives of the colonial era persisted in the post-independent 

America, and so did the nation’s immigration policy. The United States still brought in 

significant numbers of immigrants in the nineteenth and the first two decades of the 

twentieth centuries. In this period, the country welcomed the flow of immigrant settlers 

and workers as they were strongly needed in its expansion towards western territories. 

Similar to the previous era, intensive advertising campaigns characterized much of the 

nineteenth century; American immigration agencies and railroad companies took in 

charge the duty of enticing Europeans into immigrating to the United States through 

organized promotion of the economic opportunities offered in America. In addition, the 

ambitious land grant policy which was initiated by the Homestead Act of 1962 

succeeded in making of the United States a very popular destination for European 

immigrants. The liberal land policy, which was considered as an immigration policy 

more than a land law, attracted considerable numbers of immigrants who were 

indispensable for the westward expansionist ideology. They populated the empty 

territories, cultivated the vast agricultural fields, and helped prosper the U.S. economy. 

Most of those who benefitted from the land law were the Northern and Western 

Europeans who dominated the first stream of immigration that lasted until the last 

decade of the nineteenth century. 

 With the shift in the main source countries of immigration by 1890, Eastern and 

Southern Europeans became the bedrock of the U.S. labor force. The same period 

witnessed the rise of industrial economy which required large numbers of unskilled 

workers who were sufficiently provided by the new immigration. The latter contributed 

in the rise of the American Industrial revolution which gave birth to a new powerful 

America. In fact, the open immigration policy of the nineteenth century and beginning 

of the twentieth was driven by a combination of different factors which all contributed 
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to shape an open strategy based on recruiting the maximum number of workers who 

were needed in the progress and the expansion of the country as well as the growth of 

the economy. In fact, the need for settlers and laborers persuaded both the government 

and the companies to adopt attractive measures to influence the coming of European 

immigrants. The liberal land policy, the advertisement made by the immigration 

agencies and the railroad companies, in addition to the desire of the industrialists to 

import cheap labor molded the U.S. immigration policy for most of the nineteenth 

century and the first decades of the next century. 

 The open door policy that the United States adopted up to 1920 could not succeed 

in attracting the big numbers of European immigrants without the help of the bad 

conditions that were prevalent in the European countries. The immigrants’ motives 

played an important role in shaping their decision for emigration; many European 

countries had serious issues with overpopulation, high unemployment rates, poverty, 

famine, and the transition of the economic patterns. Such conditions coupled with 

political and social restrictions influenced the movement of millions of European 

immigrants to the United States. The newcomers came from the four corners of Europe 

seeking better conditions in America. Different than the immigrants from the old 

countries of immigration, the rise of the Eastern and Southern European immigration 

triggered anti-immigrant sentiments among native-born Americans which grew rapidly 

through the years to become a national issue. 

 The ethnic diversity caused by the coming of millions of non-Western Europeans 

resulted in the rise of nativist and xenophobic campaigns targeting the new immigrants 

and criticizing the liberal immigration policy. Such nativist reactions were motivated by 

the economic impact that the immigrants were believed to have on American wages and 

job opportunities. Under the pressure of racist and discriminatory movements, Congress 

reacted by adopting the notorious national origins quota system of the 1920s. It is 

imperative to point out that the First World War was responsible for the rise of 

nationalism, the fear of foreign born as being potential disloyal elements, and the rise of 

ideological and racial discrimination against the immigrants, especially from Eastern 

and Southern Europe. These elements served as an accelerating factor for the adoption 

of immigration restriction in 1920s. The latter was sewed carefully to fit the coming of 
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immigrants from the old countries of immigration and exclude the maximum number of 

undesirable Eastern and Southern Europeans.  

Soon after the adoption of the 1920s restrictive measures, immigration declined 

to very low levels. The restrictive measures adopted in the 1920s not only impacted on 

the flow of newcomers, but it also had negative consequences on the U.S. economy and 

the economics of the American work force. The economic crisis of 1930s opened the 

debate over the importance of European immigration in the country’s economic 

expansion. The decline in population resulted in the decline of the labor force and, thus, 

the economic output of the sector. Nevertheless, with the economic boom caused by the 

war industry amid the WWII, it was crystal clear that the restrained immigration policy 

did not suit the economic and political developments of the post-War United States. The 

current laws failed in providing the economy with the sufficient labor needed to cover 

the shortages caused by the War especially in the Southwestern region, and which 

pushed the United States to issue temporary work permits to Mexican laborers as part of 

the Bracero Program. In addition, the laws also harmed the American historical role as a 

haven for oppressed people since it denied entry to war refugees and asylum seekers.  

 By the beginning of 1960s and amid the civil rights movement, it was agreed that 

the immigration system became obsolete and against the national interests of the 

country. A new immigration system was adopted in 1965 based on family reunification 

and employment-based preference. The purpose of the legislation was the repeal of the 

discriminatory national origins system and the establishment of a new one that 

guaranteed justice and fair treatment for all races and ethnic groups as preached by the 

period’s political and social agenda. The step was only symbolic as no major changes 

were projected, but a huge transformation of the country resulted. The new system 

which encouraged the immigration of close relatives and highly skilled workers needed 

by the U.S. economy helped unexpected numbers of immigrants to join the United 

States in a steady and ascending pace. The impact of the new policy was so positive that 

the system was maintained and even reinforced by the 1990 Act. This latter legislation, 

which is still the basic ground on which the current immigration system stands, relied 

on the attraction of individuals with high abilities capable of making the U.S. economy 

more competitive with the world’s major economies. The interest shifted from the 
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promotion of the unskilled labor to the backing of the high skilled one to keep pace with 

the transnational economic developments. 

 The economic factor played a fundamental role in the shaping of the U.S. 

immigration policy. It molded the policy of the colonial period when its main objective 

was to provide the sufficient and abundant cheap labor to keep the economy alive. Then, 

the same economic drive drew the contours of the open-door era from independence 

until the adoption of the immigration restriction; the country engaged in a fierce 

competition to secure its economic interests in the West and during the U.S. second 

industrial revolution by attracting the necessary hands from many parts of the world, 

mainly Europe. Moreover, and as far as the restrictive policy implemented in 1920s is 

concerned, the demand for restriction arose from xenophobic and nativist reactions to 

the probable economic impact that immigrants would have on society and native-born 

through job competition and decreased wages. Finally, although the shift that occurred 

in 1960s was not economically motivated at the beginning, it was rapidly strengthened 

and maintained because of the positive impact that the new policy had on the U.S. 

economy. In sum, the economic factors have been essential in the shaping of the U.S. 

immigration policy; in fact, they were a driving source of political reaction. The 

immigration policy has been determined by the economic needs of the country, and so 

did the immigrants’ motivations. The evolution of the U.S. immigration policy has been 

a political process which was framed by economic developments. 
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