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The Source of North American Immigration 

The issue of immigration has recently become an extremely important issue in the 

Americas. Immigrants from Central America, seeking jobs and improved standards of living, are 

migrating in masses to the United States. After all, Joan Anderson and James Gerber state in 

their book about the U.S.-Mexico border, the average salary of an immigrant worker in the U.S. 

is about three times as much as he would have made in his native country (7). With the 

extremely limited work options in Central America, the job opportunities coupled with the high 

wages seem to be a great solution for the starving and destitute population below the U.S. border. 

However, the average citizens of the U.S. abhor immigrants working in the U.S. for reasons such 

as “they take our jobs and drive down wages,” “schools have to pay for their children,” “many of 

them will turn criminal,” and “they burden our economy by using government services without 

paying taxes.” Therefore, the U.S. government has tried to stop them from entering, first by 

limiting those that are allowed to enter legally. The book Immigration Made Easy, which walks 

the reader through the process of immigration and obtaining legal status, shows that the current 

average wait for an immigrant “green card” to the U.S. is about ten years—not horrible 

compared to someone from the Philippines who would wait approximately twenty years (Canter, 

Siegel, and Boswell 4/3). Unfortunately, as M. Daniel Carroll R., who wrote Christians at the 

Border: Immigration, the Church, and the Bible, a book dedicated to widening the understanding 

of immigration as a whole and approaching it as Christians, explains, “while restrictions were 
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growing, more and more people were trying to enter the country to find work” (35). In effect, 

people found other ways to reach the United States—behind the sight of the law. Sonia Nazario, 

who wrote Enrique’s Journey, a book detailing the immigration of a boy from Honduras to the 

U.S., contributes that each year about one million immigrants enter the U.S. legally while 

another 700,000 immigrants enter illegally (251). To curb the flow of illegal immigrants, the 

U.S. has increased its funding of the border immensely. For example, Walter Ewing, the senior 

researcher at the U.S. Immigration Policy Center, claims that from 1992 to 2009, the U.S. 

increased its budget for border immigration enforcement from $326.2 million to $2.7 billion. 

Despite this effort, twelve million undocumented immigrants currently live in the U.S., which is 

about twelve percent of the total population (111). The huge efforts of the U.S. government to 

limit illegal immigration actually offered extremely disappointing results. 

Because the current policies are working so horrendously, the question is posed: what is 

the cause of the mass numbers of immigrants? It turns out that the U.S. actually had a large 

influence in why the economy is so horrible below the border. David Fitzgerald, who wrote 

“Inside the Sending State: The Politics of Mexican Emigration Control,” an article describing the 

history of Mexican Policy and its interaction with U.S., explains that “[e]migration policy 

options for Mexico have been restricted sharply by the policies of the United States,” because of 

its inconsistency over the years as well as its taking advantage of Mexico‟s resources. Moreover, 

Mexico tends to see sending workers to the U.S. as a leveling of the interdependence between the 

countries (281). As well as working in the U.S., immigrants also send money back to their native 

countries through remittances, which, in Mexico, 2006, was a 45 billion dollar addition to its 

economy and is now its second largest national income next to petroleum (Carroll 50). This 
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seems to be a massive amount of money being siphoned from U.S. to Mexican economy and is a 

prime argument in strict immigration laws. 

 While immigrants continue to affect U.S. economy, scholars try to establish if 

they are actually a financial burden. Nazario found that in 2002, immigrants used $26.3 billion in 

government services and paid only $16 billion in apparent taxes (255). However, immigrants 

also pay into social security, and those who are illegal will never pull that money back out. They 

often contribute money in attending college; they encourage economy by buying U.S. products; 

even the price of the products sold in the U.S. are driven down by cheap labor in production 

companies supplied by immigrants. Carroll asks the question, do these benefits “generated by 

immigrants outweigh the amount of money required for their health care, education, law 

enforcement, and welfare?” (49). However, I ask the question: does it matter? Because the 

decisions and policies enacted by the governments of both Mexico and the U.S. have contributed 

negatively to the development of Mexican economy and, thus, creating a need for citizens to 

relocate where their basic needs can be met, it is the responsibility of both countries to find a 

bilateral solution and improve the overall economy and standard of living of the Americas. 

 The inconsistency of U.S. immigration policy, enforcement, and treatment of immigrants 

is one major cause in why the economy of Central America is as tattered as it is today. This 

attitude toward foreign countries stems back to the first major immigration debate, placed in the 

1840‟s. Because U.S. railroad companies needed labor to complete the transcontinental railroad, 

the government made alliances with China for easy immigration, but the U.S. workers were 

quickly angered by the presence of so many immigrants. In response, the U.S. government 

passed the Chinese Exclusion Act, banning all Chinese labor and immigration from China 

(Carroll 31). The quick, contradictory policies left a large portion of the work force empty, so the 
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U.S. turned to Mexican immigrants for cheap labor, and the Mexican population was ready for 

the job. Carroll explains the situation in Mexico at that time, saying, “The agricultural and 

industrial decisions of President Porfirio Diaz (1876-1910) created a large landless population 

desperate for work, ready to move to the United States where there was a continuing demand for 

labor” (33). The flow of immigrants—both legal and illegal—was rarely addressed, and although 

immigration laws were in effect, “not much was done to stem the flow of workers from Mexico” 

(Carroll 33-34). The great prosperity in the U.S. did not last however, and after the 1929 stock 

market crash and the beginning of the great depression, immigrant workers were seen as 

enemies; jobs were a rare rock among pebbles. Fitzgerald elucidates that the U.S. repatriated and 

deported about 400,000 people to Mexico during the depression (270-271). The inconsistency in 

how the Mexican workers were treated and accepted into the country caused grave problems for 

the returning immigrants in their home countries. 

 In 1941, the U.S. immigration stance reversed again, encouraging immigrants to 

again come to the States to provide labor during the wartime period and rebuilding after the 

depression. Mexico was in the process of enacting laws to keep workers in Mexico, but this 

abrupt change again defeated the Mexican efforts. Positively, this change became official: the 

U.S. government passed the Bracero program, which allowed 4.6 million Mexicans to work in 

the United States under temporary work visas (Fitzgerald 271-272). However, after World War 

II ended and the economy of the U.S. no longer required extra work, the U.S. began enacting 

plans such as “Operation Wetback,” a horribly stereotyped program in the Border States to 

deport suspected illegal immigrants and cut the flow of immigration (Carroll 34). The un-official 

end to the Bracero agreements came when the U.S. businesses pressured the government for 

more low-cost labor. The government responded by completely opening the border for three 
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days, letting about four thousand illegal immigrants into the U.S., who were shipped by the 

government to agricultural fields and factories to begin work immediately (Fitzgerald 272). This 

would become a habit for the U.S. government to gain power over Mexico when it was needed. 

Fitzgerald concurs that “the U.S. government periodically opened its borders as a tactic to 

undercut Mexico‟s bargaining position” (284). These dirty tactics in global politics worked well 

against the politically unstable Mexican leaders. 

 As Reagan‟s presidency unfolded, a series of laws were passed to seemingly extrapolate 

illegal immigrants from the U.S. One such law, the Immigration Reform and Control Act 

(IRCA), was passed in Texas, declaring that the children of undocumented parents were 

prohibited from attending public schools and that co-workers were required to tell the 

government of any known illegal workers. However, this policy was a contradiction in itself, for 

it also offered citizenship or legal residency to immigrants who could prove they had been in the 

U.S. since 1982 (Carroll 36). Three million people applied for this amnesty, and the majority 

who were accepted also brought their families over to the U.S.—the number of immigrants was 

far greater than the U.S. government had expected. Because of the stereotyped laws coupled with 

the massive increase in immigrants, incredibly stereotyped views of immigrants were taking root 

in U.S. culture, and Mexican citizens were blindingly confused and exasperated by the incredibly 

fast changing immigration policy that affected them. 

About the same time, Canada, the U.S., and Mexico signed the North American Free 

Trade Agreement (NAFTA). In which, the three countries committed to removing the majority 

of tariffs and fees on transporting goods between countries by 2008 at the latest. Cordova Lopez 

explains in his article, “NAFTA and Manufacturing Productivity in Mexico,” the logistics and 

effects of NAFTA in relation to Mexico and its work force.  Lopez claims that the “immediate 
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result of the rapid dismantling of trade barriers has been a remarkable increase in Mexico‟s 

world trade” (59). At first, this seemed to be a positive outcome for Mexico, but the inefficiency 

of Mexican technology and work force could not keep up with that of the U.S. and Canada. 

Because both northern countries acknowledged Mexico‟s abundance in resources along with its 

inability to use them, Mexico received an unhealthy amount of direct investment from the U.S. 

and Canada—predominantly near the border. The result was the devaluation of the Mexican Peso 

and the mass mobilization of jobs to the border area, where the foreign influence was most 

prominent (Anderson and Gerber 4). Because Mexican businesses and farms were so far behind 

in technology and the U.S. companies already far more advanced, “Mexican manufacturing 

producers now face[d] fiercer competition in their home market” (Lopez 59). In the end, 

Mexican companies could not compete, and they lost business to the U.S. and Canadian 

competition. Contrary to NAFTA policies, the U.S. was in the midst of passing legislation 

harshly limiting foreign influence, especially from Mexico, such as the IRCA mentioned earlier. 

Anderson and Gerber eloquently put it in this way, “contradictory U.S. policies with respect to 

Mexico led to freer trade of goods and services and freer movement of capital, on one hand, in 

concert with more restrictive labor movements on the other” (4). The bill that was supposed to 

level the playing field in North America actually allowed for the mass takeover of Mexico by 

foreign companies and the inability of Mexican companies to compete. 

 The U.S. government had passed numerous bills in favor of Mexican immigration, and 

many would argue that the U.S. gave sending countries more than enough support economically, 

allowing for remittances to be sent out of the U.S. in billions and granting millions amnesty. 

However, it was completely inconsistent in these policies, openly receiving and shutting out 

immigrants abruptly and intermittently. Fitzgerald contributes that “[b]y turning a blind eye 
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when convenient, American immigration practices, which often directly contradict American 

law, undercut Mexico City‟s stance on emigration” as well as its economic relations to the rest of 

the world. The U.S. use of NAFTA as an expansion for U.S. businesses completely skewed its 

original purpose to level the North American Economy. The “official” stance on immigration 

continued the strict policy against immigration as a whole—the one consistency in U.S. policy 

thus far. In fact, between 2001 and 2004, the number of immigrants arrested and deported about 

doubled, and the trend has continued on since (Nazario 243). These shenanigans have not only 

led to the current immigration policy debate, but have also contributed to the complete 

destruction of the Mexican economy. 

 Although the changing policies of the United States helped disassemble the 

financial stability of Mexico, Mexico‟s own internal policies and signing of trade agreements  

have done a great deal of damage as well. Fitzgerald conveys the idea that two main points are 

the downfall of the Mexican policy: 1. The decisions made by the Mexican government were 

consistently counteracted by the actions of the U.S. government. 2. Local governments and 

corrupt officials undermined the federal laws and used government power for personal gain 

(260). The Mexican government began with excellent policies for emigration and maintaining 

financial balance. In 1904, the Secretariat of the Interior had foresight that if mass numbers of 

lower class, uneducated Mexicans emigrated to other countries, those countries would begin to 

see Mexico as a whole in a negative light; therefore, he implemented restrictions on how many 

and what type of citizens were allowed to emigrate as well as procuring propaganda and posters 

discouraging emigration and calling for national pride (Fitzgerald 265). Unfortunately, the 

United States‟ businesses called louder.  
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 To give a giant thrust to Mexican emigration, the Mexican Revolution in 1910 left 

citizens fleeing to neighboring countries for safety, usually claiming asylum; of which, the U.S. 

accepted seventy thousand cases legally (Fitzgerald 265). The revolution was in part a 

consequence of the horrible reign of President Porfirio Diaz, which ended in 1910. He not only 

made horrible decisions in the economic field of Mexico, but he also used substantial 

government money for his own agenda and bribed officials to support him (Carroll 33-34). Up 

until this point, government officials were limited to one consecutive term, which was, in 

general, a hindrance to passing decent legislation. Porfirio agreed it was a hindrance and became 

the first president to serve multiple terms in sequence—doing much more bad than good for the 

country. His elections were rigged, and it seemed impossible to accomplish any kind of 

prosperity with him in power. Along with Diaz, many other corrupt government officials were 

taking advantage of their power. Many would act as high class coyotes, receiving payment for 

mass transportations across borders. Others passed laws that directly contradicted federal 

emigration laws to win over the hearts of the people and attain reelection. The corrupt work done 

by officials to get election or money was the only way to obtain money as a politician since local 

governments had no way of raising money for themselves or campaigning for election (Anderson 

and Gerber 10). The ability of the Mexican government to enforce laws on its people was 

dwindling constantly.  

In the 1920‟s, Mexico took on desperate measures, refusing to issue documents and 

passports needed to emigrate. But the U.S., heading soon into World War I, needed troops; the 

Mexican citizens found ways to emigrate—with U.S. help. Mexican policies being made 

escapable by U.S. aid became a general trend in the relationship between the two countries. 

Fitzgerald explains further, “Sending country policies are constrained by the sending state‟s 
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embeddedness in what are frequently relationships of „asymmetrical interdependence‟ with more 

powerful receiving countries” (261). It seemed that no matter what policies Mexico tried to limit 

its emigration, the U.S. managed to pull Mexicans over the border when they were needed. Even 

as Mexico made it illegal for citizens to emigrate without a contract for work, the U.S. made it 

illegal for Mexicans to immigrate with a contract (267). Because the U.S. was clearly the 

stronger country, Mexico ability to enforce its law became non-existent.  

As the increase in Mexican population in the U.S. increased, Mexico gave up trying to 

regulate the emigration; instead, they encouraged them to emigrate, send back remittance money 

to help the economy, and then return to Mexico with better job skills and life style ideas that 

would help build Mexico up again. The fact that immigrants were sending remittances to Mexico 

and expected to later return was not viewed so much as the theft of American wealth, but the 

leveling of the playing field between the neighbor countries that had always been an unbalanced 

pair. However, Mexicans in the U.S. were too content with their lives to return to the struggling 

Mexico. The benefit of remittances was a large one, but Mexico continues to lose its work force 

and middle class to the U.S. each year. Fitzgerald explains, “For most of the twentieth century, 

the Mexican federal government had a clear, if ineffective, [emigration] policy” (282). However, 

it was undermined and avoided by the population with help from corruption inside Mexico and 

direct actions against it from the U.S. government. 

With the sources of the immigration problem laid out, it becomes obvious that simply 

building up the border security and increasing laws in the U.S. to weed out illegal immigrants 

will not provide the solution. Unbelievably though, that is exactly what the U.S. government is 

continuing to do. Proposition 187 in California was recently enacted to limit the social services, 

health care, and public education of illegal immigrants; moreover, California and Arizona have 
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both passed laws that declared English as the only language allowed to be spoken in public 

schools—both of which were eventually overturned by the Supreme Court (Carroll 38). The 

Immigration Policy Center frequently updates the public on the standings of immigration policy 

in the U.S. It recently reported through press release that Arizona has passed legislation that 

allows officers to ask for people‟s green cards or documents if they suspect the person might be 

illegal (“Alabama‟s Dangerous New Anti-Immigrant Law”) .  Laws like that encourage 

stereotyping as well as continuing the ineffective approach at solving this issue. 

Even the most recent attempts at immigration law reform are focusing on simply building 

security. The Obama campaign is currently asking for 27 billion dollars to increase the Border 

Patrol budget and increase the amount of security along its perimeter ("Obama Administration in 

Sync on Immigration Dollars and Sense"). The laws are backward. The U.S. is not fixing the 

source of the immigration problem, just trying to drown out its byproducts. The evidence proves, 

even, that “stronger immigration enforcement along the U.S.-Mexico border has encouraged 

more unauthorized immigrants to stay in the United States” for fear that if they leave, they may 

not make it back a second time (Ewing 111). There are currently about 11.9 million illegal 

immigrants in the U.S., which is over triple the amount in 1990, about 3.5 million (111-112). 

Those numbers make it obvious that immigrants in need of work—so much in need that they are 

literally starving—will find a way to the United States no matter how many guards we place on 

the border.  

The focus on keeping immigrants out has failed to keep down the number of 

undocumented immigrants in the U.S. and forces desperate immigrants to voyage to the States in 

dangerous ways. In effect, solutions that could make difference innovatively such as “economic 

development issues, infrastructure, cross border integration, and cultural vitality receive less 
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attention than they deserve” (Anderson and Gerber 5). Using those foci to the immigration 

situation, one proposed idea is the legalization of immigrants through certain prerequisites that 

benefit the U.S. One such plan is the DREAM (Development, Relief and Education for Alien 

Minors) Act, an act that would essentially give legal residency to undocumented students who 

complete two years in either a college/university or the army. A program like that would allow 

the brightest students and those most willing to serve the country a way to enter into the U.S. 

society legally. Another similar program, the AgJobs (Agricultural Job Opportunities, Benefits 

and Security) Bill, would first give current undocumented immigrants who work for agricultural 

businesses and farms a “temporary resident status” for three to five years (with a quota of 

accepted immigrants per company).  During that three to five year span, they work a certain 

amount of days per year to obtain legal residency at the end (Summary of AgJOBS…). While 

these bills focus mainly on accepting the immigrants when they arrive in the U.S. and using their 

talents to U.S. benefit, the most important step both the U.S. and Mexico can take is creating a 

“bilateral” immigration policy, meaning both countries construct policies that work together so 

that mass immigration to the U.S. is not necessary. Fitzgerald argues on Mexico‟s behalf that 

“without such a convergence, there is little that the Mexican government can realistically do to 

shape the flow of U.S.-bound immigrants” (285). It is the responsibility of both the U.S. and 

Mexico to form an alliance and stop the problem at its source—the failed Mexican economy and 

foreign relations—and to take steps to improve conditions for those immigrants who the actions 

and decisions of both countries continue to affect. 

 Mexico, despite its consistent attitude toward emigration and foreign policy, has been a 

corrupt country, undermined by those who promised to serve it. The U.S. took advantage of 

Mexico‟s political weakness and abundance in resources by helping to undermine most of 
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Mexico‟s emigration laws. The U.S. used Mexican immigrants when they were needed for work 

and passed laws to rid them from the nation when they were not thought of as useful. The big 

businesses of the U.S. consistently act against the federal law, seeking cheap labor. The 

implementation of NAFTA and other trade agreements allowed for the corporate takeover of 

Mexico‟s resources, and soon, the remaining population in Mexico was out of jobs and 

struggling to survive. As those very people the U.S. helped deprive of financial stability seek to 

immigrate to the U.S., find a way to continue living, and provide for family members in a 

distraught land, the U.S. makes immigrating legally a multi-year process, and builds up walls and 

security along the border to keep them out. Mexico has essentially given up trying to rebuild the 

fallen country and is waiting for stronger countries like the U.S. and Canada to help it, even if 

only through remittances. In the mean time, immigrants in the U.S. harbor a horrible stereotype 

and are racially discriminated against—by the population and the government alike. Laws are 

being passed to stop illegal immigrants from entering the U.S. and to deport those who make it, 

but nothing is being done to fix the problem in the source: immigrants come to the U.S. because 

they have no jobs in their home country‟s desolate economy. To truly fix the immigration 

problem, Mexico must once again enter the equation alongside the U.S. as they form a bilateral 

policy similar to that which was proposed before the attacks of September eleventh. The policy 

must end the enormous imbalance in trade partners and establish a plan to aid Mexico in 

regaining its financial footing—even if that means the U.S. businesses can no longer take 

advantage of its resources freely. The change must occur together, and it must be based on the 

genuine desire to rebuild Mexico in foresight that it will in turn benefit the U.S. in lessening its 

necessity to harbor work-seeking immigrant families. 
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