
History of US 
Immigration Policy



Immigrant children in cages at US border 2018.



"All Americans, not only in the states most heavily affected but in 
every place in this country, are rightly disturbed by the large numbers

of illegal aliens entering our country. The jobs they hold might otherwise 
be held by citizens or legal immigrants. The public service they use

impose burdens on our taxpayers. That's why our administration has 
moved aggressively to secure borders more by hiring a record number of
new border guards, by deporting twice as many criminal aliens as ever
before, by cracking down on illegal hiring, by barring welfare benefits 

to illegal aliens. In the budget I will present to you, we will try to do more to 
speed the deportation of illegal aliens who are arrested for crimes,

to better identify illegal aliens in the workplace. 
We are a nation of immigrants. But we are also a nation of laws. It is wrong

and ultimately self-defeating for a nation of immigrants to
permit the kind of abuse of our immigration laws we have seen in recent 

years, and we must do more to stop it."  
1996 President Clinton's State of the Union speech



Investigation #1
Are we a nation of immigrants?



“Settler colonialism has best been defined as more of an 
imposed structure than an historical event. This structure is 
characterized by relationships of domination and subjugation that 
become woven throughout the fabric of society, and even becomes 
disguised as paternalistic benevolence. The objective of settler 
colonialism is always the acquisition of indigenous territories and 
resources, which means the native must be eliminated. This can be 
accomplished in overt ways including biological warfare and 
military domination but also in more subtle ways; for example, 
through national policies of assimilation.”



We didn't cross the border, the border crossed us.

Discuss - Are we a nation of immigrants?





Investigation #2
An investigation into the history of 

US Immigration Policy

Look at US immigration legislation since 1790
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
List_of_United_States_immigration_laws

What patterns do you see with US immigration policy?
Which immigrants have benefited and which immigrants have 
been denied legal status in the US?

Read excepts from the book, American Intolerance: Our 
Dark History of Demonizing Immigrants, by Robert 
Bartholomew & Anja Reumschussel
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This article is from 
the Grand Rapids 
Evening Leader, 
dated December 
24, 1885, which 

encouraged people
to go to California 
to help round up 
Chinese people. 



Anti-German attitudes were
cultivated during WWI, 
such as this cartoon 

here on the right.

The Committee on Public Information 
also played a significant role

in shifting public opinion 
to support going to war, 
because Germans were 

being demonized.



It was perfectly ok for white people
to demonize the Japanese Americans for

decades prior to WWII.

The public then supported 
the rounding up of thousands of 

Japanese Americans, which were put 
into internment camps.



Anti-Semitism is widely 
accepted and practice in US

culture.

During WWII, the US refused 
to allow thousands of Jewish 

people who were fleeing 
Nazi Germany.



The US/Mexican border was more 
open and fluid for a long time. 

The militarization on the US side 
really began in the 1980s then escalated

in the 1990s after NAFTA was passed
and again became even more militarized

after Sept. 11, 2001, when the Department
of Homeland Security was created.







Text

Investigation #3
How has US Foreign Policy

created an immigration/refugee crisis?



Example of Mexico

Read parts of the book, No One is Illegal: 
Fighting Racism and State Violence on the US-
Mexican Border, by Justin Akers Chacon & 
Mike Davis.

Question: 

How has the US continued to try to influence 
Mexico's politics and Mexico's economy?



https://sites.evergreen.edu/zoltan/interventions/
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NAFTA
http://infographic.replacenafta.org/nafta-at-25-promises-vs-reality/

NAFTA & Mexican immigration
https://www.citizen.org/wp-content/uploads/nafta_factsheet_immigration_may.pdf
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Plan Merida and the US-backed Drug War

Read: https://fpif.org/
a_plan_colombia_for_mexico/

Read Chapter 5 from the book, Drug 
War Capitalism, by Dawn Paley. 

Discuss - How the drug war has been a 
pretext for further US militarization in 
Mexico and how it has contributed to 
the immigration crisis.
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Example - Central America

US Intervention in Central America timeline
https://medium.com/s/story/timeline-us-intervention-central-america-
a9bea9ebc148

Watch the film, Harvest of Empire
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UyncOYTZfHE 

Discuss - how US intervention created the current 
immigration crisis?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UyncOYTZfHE
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Investigation #4
How do we counteract the dominant 

narratives about immigration and 
immigrants  in the US?

Read from Aviva Chomsky's book, They Take Our Jobs: And 20 
Other Myths about Immigration



Continue reading from, They Take Our Jobs

Based on the analysis provided in the readings, collectively work 
to develop counterarguments/talking points.



Investigation #5
Climate and Immigration

Watch: How the Climate Crisis Is Pushing Central 
Americans Out of Their Homes Toward the U.S.

https://www.democracynow.org/2019/7/10/john_carlos_frey_immigration_us_mexico

Read chapter 1 & 3 from Todd 
Miller's book, 
Storming the Wall: Climate 
Change, Migration and 
Homeland Security

Discuss - How does climate change directly impact the 
immigration crisis and how important is it to include in the 
organizing around immigrant justice?
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Investigation #6
The ICE Matrix and harm done to immigrants

Distributions centers in Walker
and Gaines Township



Privately owned detention
centers in the US.

ACLU Reports
https://www.aclu.org/search/%20?f%5B0%5D=field_issues%3A270&f%5B1%5D=type%3Aasset&f
%5B2%5D=field_asset_type%3Areport

https://www.aclu.org/search/%20?f%5B0%5D=field_issues%3A270&f%5B1%5D=type%3Aasset&f%5B2%5D=field_asset_type%3Areport
https://www.aclu.org/search/%20?f%5B0%5D=field_issues%3A270&f%5B1%5D=type%3Aasset&f%5B2%5D=field_asset_type%3Areport
https://www.aclu.org/search/%20?f%5B0%5D=field_issues%3A270&f%5B1%5D=type%3Aasset&f%5B2%5D=field_asset_type%3Areport
https://www.aclu.org/search/%20?f%5B0%5D=field_issues%3A270&f%5B1%5D=type%3Aasset&f%5B2%5D=field_asset_type%3Areport




Investigation #7
Beyond Borders and Border Imperialism

Read the introduction and 
chapter 1 from the book, Undoing 
Border Imperialism, by Harsha 
Walia

Discuss - Why are borders 
inherently unjust? How do you 
feel about open borders and 
how would that work? 



Investigation #8
How do we get Immigrant Justice?

Read the following:

 The Immigrant Justice Movement in Grand Rapids Part I
https://griid.org/2019/04/07/the-immigrant-justice-movement-in-grand-rapids-part-i/

The Immigrant Justice Movement in Grand Rapids Part II
https://griid.org/2019/04/10/the-immigrant-justice-movement-in-grand-rapids-part-ii/

Discuss the difference 
between Immigration 
Reform and Immigration 
Justice.
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How is the US living up to this Message?





Immigration Resources
Books
American Intolerance: Our Dark History of Demonizing Immigrants, by Robert Bartholomew & Anja Reumschussel
They Take Our Jobs! And 20 Other Myths About Immigration, by Aviva Chomsky
The End of the Myth: From the Frontier to the Border Wall in the Mind of America, by Greg Grandin
No Wall They Can Build: A Guide to borders & migration across North America, by CrimeThink
Undocumented: How Immigration Became Illegal, by Aviva Chomsky
No One is Illegal: Fighting Racism and State Violence on the US-Mexican Border, by Justin Akers Chacon & Mike 
Davis
We Built the Wall: How the US Keeps Out Asylum Seekers from Mexico, Central America and Beyond, by Eileen 
Truax
The Militarization of the US-Mexico Border 1978 - 1992, by Timothy Dunn
Undoing Border Imperialism, by Harsha Walia
Storming the Wall: Climate Change, Migration, and Homeland Security, by Todd Miller
Sand and Blood: America’s Stealth War on the Mexican Border, by John Carlos Frey
Empire of Borders: The Expansion of the US Border Around the World, by Todd Miller
All-American Nativism: How the Bipartisan War on immigrants Explains Politics as We Know It, by Daniel Denvir
The Right to Stay Home: How US Policy Drives Mexican Migration, by David Bacon
No Wall They Can Build: A Guide to borders and migration across North America, by Crimethink
Drug War Capitalism, by Dawn Paley
Abolish ICE: A Passionate Plea for a More Humane Immigration System, by Natascha Elena Uhlman
Migrating to Prison: America's Obsession with Locking Up Immigrants, by Cesar Hernandez
Sanctuary: The New Underground Railroad, by Renny Golden & Michael McConnell
Sanctuary: A Resource Guide for Understanding and Participating in the Central American Refugees' Struggle, by 
Gary MacEoin



Online Resources
https://www.afsc.org/key-issues/issue/defending-immigrant-rights
https://www.aclu.org/issues/immigrants-rights
https://www.wola.org/program/migration-border-security/
https://www.libertyellisfoundation.org/immigration-timeline
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_United_States_immigration_laws
https://www.zinnedproject.org/materials/?wpsolr_fq%5B0%5D=themes_str
%3AImmigration
http://infographic.replacenafta.org/nafta-at-25-promises-vs-reality/
https://fpif.org/long-road-immigration-reform/
https://medium.com/s/story/timeline-us-intervention-central-america-a9bea9ebc148
http://umich.edu/~ac213/student_projects06/student_projects/usica/main.htm 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UyncOYTZfHE 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ueNWlMyUNy4
https://www.kcet.org/shows/link-voices/deportations-assassinations-and-dictator-
nations-a-timeline-of-us-intervention-in
https://fpif.org/a_plan_colombia_for_mexico/
https://fpif.org/plan_mexico/
https://theintercept.com/2019/02/10/us-mexico-border-fence-history/ 
https://vimeo.com/121373551
https://michiganimmigrant.org/frontpage
http://www.nnirr.org/drupal/
https://unitedwedream.org/
https://www.immigrantjustice.org/
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