
TRUTH IN IMMIGRATION 

What is the history of our immigration system in regards to 

labor in the United States? 

- By Bo Sjoberg. Roger Williams University 

     We are a nation of immigrants. This has been said so often that it's almost lost its meaning. 

What does it mean to be a nation of immigrants? In fact, if you go back far enough all nations are 

nations of immigrants. One of the differences is that United States is a relatively new nation, 

created largely by immigrants on land where other nations had existed. 

     We are a nation of immigrants, but also a nation of resistance towards immigrants. 

Historically the United States has been known to discriminate against groups of minority 

immigrants. Dating back to the first days as a republic, Benjamin Franklin warned his fellow 

Americans that the “ignorant and stupid
1
” German immigrants threatened the beginning 

existence of our nation because they didn't want to assimilate into the culture. The reaction of the 

Nativist riots
2
 in the second half of the 19th century towards Irish immigrants is well known, as 

is the old sign “No Irish Need Apply” discriminating Irish workers from honest labor. These riots 

progressed to the point where Americans guarded Irish polling stations with weapons to dissuade 

them to vote; this day is remembered in infamy as Bloody Monday
3
. 

     During the time of the 1800s Gold Rush in California, Asian Immigrations vastly began to 

occupy many cities and towns throughout Northern California. The cheap labor and agrarian 

work experience provided by Asian immigrants made them very efficient and productive 

goldmines. American born workers lobbied the California legislature and passed bills and laws 

that restricted Asian immigrants. Laws were passed that requiring immigrants to pay $20 per 

month to legally mine for gold
4
. Politicians introduced taxes the Chinese ships bringing 

immigrants with the hopes to halt the waves of Asians entering our labor market. This all 

accumulated to 1882 where the first laws excluding immigration from a specific race were 

enacted
5
. 

     Many reasons for America’s restrictive Immigration history is due to the cultural differences 

we see some immigrants face while conforming to our society. Consecutive waves of immigrants 

from Europe in the beginning of the 20th century engendered hostility, at the same time it 

enabled our industrialization. This hostility was heightened in the 1920s; this was a time when 

Fascism was on the rise throughout the world, and beliefs of white supremacy were not only 
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 Benjamin Franklin wrote a letter in 1753 expressing anti-German rhetoric to a friend  

2
 From the 1830s-1840s large anti-Irish immigration riots would ensue in Irish American communities   

3
 Kentucky, August 1855, the riot resulted in the death of over twenty civilians and an Irish-Catholic religious leader  

4
 An Act For The Better Regulation of the Mines, and the Government of Foreign Miners 

5
 Chinese Exclusions Act of 1882 suspended Chinese immigration for 10 years- was extended an additional 10 years  



common, but considered normal (among white people). Eugenicists
6
 measured skulls to 

“scientifically
7
” prove their theories of racial superiority. Domestically, The Ku Klux Klan had a 

forceful presence in areas all throughout our nation. Although they were famous for their hatred 

towards African-Americans, they practiced equal opportunity hatred for Jews and Catholics. 

     During this time of racial supremacy, Catholic Italian and Southern European immigration 

was at its peak
8
 and they were quickly scapegoated the new enemy of native labors. Even though 

we are a land of “Religious Freedom” great concern began to form among Protestants that this 

would result in a Catholic majority in the United States. Newspapers helped create fear among 

Americans of the criminal nature of the new Italian arrivals in order to grow the division between 

the people
9
. Weather or not the hate stemmed from religious reasons, labor reasons, or reasons of 

fear that the media cerebrally planned, Italians were not welcomed
10

. 

     In response to the uproar of anti-immigrant public opinion, major legislation was enacted to 

create the first widespread quota system to control immigration, the Johnson-Reed Act of 1924
11

. 

The laws were based on maintaining the existing racial and national balance, so the quotas of 

new arrivals would maintain the percentage of each particular type of people who currently lived 

in the United States. These racial and nationalistic inspired laws would be the basis of our 

immigration system for the next 40 years. Before the 1920s there were no quotas except those 

aimed at Chinese people. Before then, 97% of the people who arrived at Ellis Island were 

admitted, and the few that were refused were usually a result of medical or psychological 

evaluation. After the Act of 1924 restricting mass immigration, only about 2.3 million people 

were accepted into our nation through Ellis Island
12

. When people today speak about how their 

grandparents came here legally, and new immigrants should follow their example, they may not 

realize that there were no quota restrictions at that time.  

     World War II dealt a major blow to the ideology of racial supremacy that was so mainstream 

and popular in the 1920s Post World War I culture mentioned earlier. The public opinion had 

drastically changed in the 1960s. Liberation movements throughout the Third World, as well as 

the important civil rights movement in the United States, challenged and fought against racism
13

. 

                                                 
6
 Definition: The study of or belief in the possibility of improving the qualities of the human species or a human 

population, especially by such means as discouraging reproduction by persons having genetic defects or presumed to 

have inheritable undesirable traits 
7
 These scientific claims have been wildly disputed due to lack of real variable controls   

8
 Between 1900 and 1920, over 3 million Italians emigrated to the United States  

9
 Any crime committed by Italians immigrants would be highly publicized   

10
 According to the Library of Congress, in the 1890s over 20 Italians were lynched. 

11
 According to the Department of the State Office of the Historian, this act limited the number of immigrants 

allowed entry into the United States through a national origins quota. The quota provided immigration visas to two 

percent of the total number of people of each nationality in the United States as of the 1890 national census. It 

completely excluded immigrants from Asia 
12

 12 million people passed through the doors of Ellis Island between 1892 and 1954- Extreme restriction after Act   

of 1924   
13

 The Civil Rights Act of 1964   



By the 1960s, the old immigration quota system, as it had been created in the spirit of 

maintaining racial and national balances, was no longer acceptable in the eyes of most 

Americans. 

     With the attempt to improve our nations labor immigration, a new set of laws replace the old 

and outdated ones, which created a set numerical quota for each country. 20,000 people each 

country per year, 170,000 people from the Eastern Hemisphere, and 120,000 people from the 

Western Hemisphere became the new standard
14

. But in this attempt towards equality, it created 

unequal system. For example, Mexico had a long tradition of immigration, especially in the 

Southwest of our nation
15

. To restrict Mexicans to an immigration quota of only 20,000 people 

year, at the same time allowing 20,000 people to emigrate from a smaller country farther away, 

meant that the Mexican quota was rapidly reached every year, while the people of the other 

country found it much easier to get a visa. 

     Society went through a major change in the 1970s, as women entered the workforce in rates 

the United States have never experienced before
16

. Now both adults of the family were working 

full-time. Service industries exploded, providing childcare, cleaning, property maintenance, and 

fast food, to fill the needs to those who no longer had time to do the things that their parents had 

done in the past. Labor was needed to fill these industries, and immigration provided that labor, 

this is why the current stereotype of labor immigration is related to cheap manual labor. 

     But while there was great demand created for people, especially in the service industries, our 

immigration quotas still did not allow legal immigration from the countries that naturally would 

be the source of that labor. There were needs on both sides of the border; there were needs for 

workers in the United States, and needs for work and economic advancement in the poorer 

countries to our south. So illegal immigration filled that vacuum, and became the hotly contested 

issue that it continues to be today. 
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 Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965 passed to repeal and replace the Johnson- Reed Act 
15

 Most of this land had originally been part of Mexico 
16

 New laws helped women enter the workforce (EX: Equal Pay Act of 1963, Civil Rights Act of 1964, and 

Pregnancy Discrimination Act of 1979) 
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