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Relevance 

• Migration part of the human experience 

• Key geographical issue 

• Curriculum relevance (AS Human Geography: Population & Migration 
/A2: Global Issues/ Development / Sustainability / Conflict)

• Integrated into our curriculum at Ulster



Once I thought to write a history of the 
immigrants in America. Then I 

discovered that the immigrants were 
American history.

Oscar Handlin, The Uprooted, 1951



Key periods of migration to the U.S

Occurred within a landscape already inhabited by 
Indigenous peoples, whose societies, lands, and 
cultures were profoundly impacted by colonisation and 
migration

• Colonial era: establishment of British colonies
• Transatlantic slave trade-forced migration of Africans 
• 19th century: Westward expansion and agricultural 

growth
• Early 20th century: Urbanisation and rise of 

manufacturing
• Since 1970s: Growth of service and knowledge-

based economy
An 1866 illustration shows Irish emigrants leaving their 
home for America. (Library of Congress)



Overview

• One of the largest immigrant populations 
globally- 51.9 million foreign-born 
residents (Pew Centre 2026, Census 
Bureau 2026)  

• Push factors: Limited opportunities, 
political instability, economic insecurity 
and poverty

• Pull factors: Job opportunities (agriculture, 
services, tech), higher wages, education 
and healthcare

• Immigration has played key role in shaping 
American society.



Impacts of Immigration

• The economic impacts of immigration are widely 
debated but are generally considered positive 

• Contributes to economic growth by expanding the 
labour force, filling skills shortages, and increasing 
productivity

• Immigrants generated approximately $1.7 trillion in 
economic activity and paid around $652 billion in taxes 
in 2023 (Council on Foreign Relations, 2025).  

• Research finds little long-term negative impact on 
wages for native workers (US Congress, 2024).  

A naturalization ceremony in Boston on 
April 17, 2024. (Danielle Parhizkaran/The 
Boston Globe)



• Rapid population growth in certain regions can strain housing, healthcare, and education 
systems, particularly in urban areas

• At the same time, immigrants contribute to taxation and help fund these services, making 
the overall impact complex (US Congress, 2024) 

• Socially, immigration increases cultural diversity and can stimulate innovation, but it may 
also generate tensions related to inequality, identity, and job competition-leading to its 
politicization

• Debates about cultural cohesion, identity and language can be amplified by the media and 
political rhetoric



The politics of immigration: the role of  
governments

1. Regulate borders through a variety of practices

2. Classify migrants-not politically neutral as this 
will determine access to welfare, housing, 
healthcare and legal protection

3. Create legal and illegal distinctions through law 
and policy-legal status often depends upon 
compliance, irregularity can be produced through 
bureaucratic  delays and changes to laws

4. Engage in policy debates: economic needs versus 
restriction, securitization versus humanitarianism



Unpacking immigration status

Documented
• Legal migration pathways for immigrants 

include visas, work permits, and refugee 
status

Undocumented
• Entering or staying in a country without 

legal permission

• Overstaying visas



Undocumented migrants
• An estimated 13/14million undocumented people lived 

in the U.S. in mid-2023 (Gelatt et al, 2005)

• Not just recent arrivals-they are deeply embedded in 
American society. 80% have lived in the US for more 
than 5 years and 45% have lived in the US for more than 
20 years

• 6.3 million children live with an undocumented parent 

• 4.2 million are married to a U.S. citizen or green-card 
holder 

• 14 million legal residents/citizens live in mixed-status 
households

• Policy decisions have massive implications for families



Countries/Regions of Origin

(Gelatt et al, 2025)



• 9.6 million are in the labour market 
(construction, agriculture, food services, 
cleaning and maintenance)-key workers

• They are economically important but legally 
precarious

• Economically diverse group, an estimated 47% 
are low-income

• Around 30% have temporary or liminal status 
(DACA, TPS, pending asylum claims), creating a 
grey area between legal and illegal status

• Legalisation is complex (1996 law requires 
undocumented migrants to leave and then 
reapply-this triggers a 10-year re-entry ban)

People partake in a "National Shutdown" protest against US 
Immigration and Customs Enforcement in Minneapolis, 
Minnesota, on January 30, 2026.
Charly Triballeau/AFP via Getty Images



US Government Responses to Immigration

• U.S policies on immigration are complex and have followed 
periods of restriction, liberalisation and management and 
control

• Immigration policy is overseen by the Department of 
Homeland Security (DHS), which operates through key 
agencies including Customs and Border Protection (CBP) and 
Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE)

• Immigration policy can change with each administration-key 
priority for both Democrats and Republicans

An act to execute certain treaty stipulations 
relating to the Chinese, May 6, 1882; Enrolled 
Acts and Resolutions of Congress, 1789-1996; 
General Records of the United States 
Government; Record Group 11; National 
Archives



The Trump Administration

‘America First’ Philosophy
‘Make America Safe Again’
• Immigration should primarily serve national security, 

economic interests, and law enforcement goals 
(Alamillo et al, 2019) 

• Strong emphasis on deterrence of illegal immigration 
and restriction of legal immigration pathways 

• Preference for executive action over legislation to 
rapidly reshape the system

• Language of this particular administration is notable



1. Border Security and Enforcement

Border wall construction
•  Declared a national emergency 

(2019) to redirect funds to wall 
building 

• Re-declared emergency in 2025 to 
restart and expand construction 

     Expanded enforcement powers
• Zero Tolerance Policy: Criminal 

prosecution for all illegal border 
crossings  

• Increased funding for ICE, expansion 
of ICE recruitment, more focus on 
detention and removal operations 

      

A rally in, El Paso, Texas. Joe Raedle/Getty 
Images 

ICE recruitment, DHS



Expansion of deportation efforts

• Broadened categories of deportable individuals

• Increased workplace raids and interior arrests

• Large-scale deportation campaigns and expanded 
enforcement authority 

• Policies to prioritize removal of both criminal and 
non-criminal undocumented migrants

• Targeting alleged “sanctuary cities” and requiring 
cooperation with federal enforcement

• Hugely controversial

(Illustration: The Department of 
Homeland Security)





2. Travel Bans and Entry Restrictions

• First term Executive Order 13769– travel ban on 7 majority-Muslim countries 
• Expanded travel bans (2025)
• Restrictions affecting up to 19 countries 
• Full or partial visa bans depending on country



3. Asylum and Refugee Policy

• Migrant Protection Protocols (“Remain in 
Mexico”)

• Asylum seekers forced to wait outside the 
U.S. during hearings 

• Reduced refugee admissions-Caps 
significantly lowered

• Asylum policies aimed at discouraging claims 
and limiting eligibility

The Guardian, 10 June 2026

https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2026/jun/10/trump-administration-immigrants-climate-crisis


4. Legal Immigration Restrictions

• Shift from expansion to reduction

• Public Charge Rule (2019; revived 2025)-Made it 
harder for low-income immigrants to obtain green 
cards 

• Visa and work restrictions-Increased scrutiny of 
H-1B and other visa programs affecting temporary 
workers and students

• Attempts to end DACA (Deferred Action for 
Childhood Arrivals)

• Termination of Temporary Protected Status (TPS) 
for some countries 

Photograph: Aaron Schwartz/EPA, The 
Guardian 20 September 2025

https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2025/sep/19/trump-h1b-visa-100000-fee
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2025/sep/19/trump-h1b-visa-100000-fee


5. Citizenship and constitutional Issues

• Attempt to end or restrict birthright citizenship 
(2025)

• 14th Amendment to the US Constitution 
establishes the principle of birthright citizenship:

All persons born or naturalized in the United States, 
and subject to the jurisdiction thereof, are citizens 
of the United States and of the state wherein they 
reside.

• Widely challenged as unconstitutional

Demonstrators hold up a banner during a 
citizenship rally outside of the Supreme 
Court in Washington on May 15, 2025. | 
Jose Luis Magana/AP, Politico 

https://www.politico.com/news/2025/09/26/supreme-court-birthright-citizenship-trump-admin-00583378


Questions?
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