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Each major wave of immigrants experienced dis-
crimination. In the 1850s, the Germans and Irish who 
were fleeing economic destitution were largely viewed 
as a “lower class of people.” In the 1880s and 1890s, 
eastern and southern European immigrants were 
viewed with suspicion because of darker skin and 
the religion of Catholicism. The Irish were blamed 
for bringing cholera, the Italians for bringing polio, 
the Chinese for carrying bubonic plague, the Jews for 
spreading tuberculosis, and the Haitians for bringing 
AIDS (Kraut, 1994). Between 1870 and 1920, approximately 15% of the U.S. population was for-
eign born (see Table 10.4). President Theodore Roosevelt (1901–1909) urged “native Americans” (he 
didn’t mean indigenous peoples) to have more children to combat the disintegration of racial purity 
that he said was threatening the American way of life. Charles Davenport, a leader of the eugenics 
movement, argued for protecting racial purity from eastern and southern European immigration. His 
lobby helped pass the Immigration Act of 1924, which is one of the most restrictive and discriminatory 
immigration statutes ever enacted in the United States.

Immigration from Mexico has largely been tied to labor needs in Mexico and the United States. 
Late 19th century immigrants worked in southwest agriculture, in building railroads, and in mining. 
Immigration accelerated in the 1920s following the economic tumult of the Mexican Revolution.

The Great Depression era brought public outcry against illegal immigrants. Many illegal as well as 
legal immigrants and U.S. citizens were picked up for deportation. The changing labor market brought 
on by World War II saw the birth of the bracero program, a guest worker initiative for agriculture that 
lasted until the 1960s.

In 1960, fewer than 600,000 Mexican-born people resided in the United States. By 1980, that 
number had grown to more than 2 million, and it further increased 50% from 1990 to 1996. This 
migration is the largest sustained mass migration of one group to the United States, far eclipsing ear-
lier migrations of Irish and Italians. By 2007, for the first time, two Hispanic surnames, Garcia and 
Rodriguez, were among the top 10 most common names in the United States.

Decade Number Major Contributing Countries

1960s 3,321,700 Mexico, Canada, Cuba

1970s 4,493,300 Mexico, Philippines, Cuba, Korea

1980s     8,500,000a,b Mexico, China (including Hong Kong and Taiwan), Philippines, Canada, Cuba

1990s 9,095,400b Mexico, China (including Hong Kong and Taiwan), Philippines, India, Vietnam

2000s 13,900,000b Mexico, China (including Hong Kong and Taiwan), India, Philippines, Vietnam

Sources: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Statistical Abstract of the United States, various editions, and 2010 American Com-
munity Survey.

a. Not including 2.3 million under the 1986 amnesty law. 

b. The former Soviet Union would rank in the top 20 if it were still a country. By 2010 about 1 million immigrants from 
the Soviet Union were living in the United States.
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We find ourselves threatened by hordes of Yankee 
emigrants. What are we to do?

—Manuel Micheltorena, Mexican  
governor of California, 1846


