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Immigration and the American city

Roger Waldinger”

Over the last thirty years, immigration has re-emerged as a
transforming influence on the United States. As a share of total
population, the foreign-born presence is quite far from turn of the century
dimensions ; and many states and areas in the United States have not
witnessed immigrant inflows of significant size. But in absolute terms,
the population of newcomers who moved to the United States during the
1980s was massive, exceeded only by the even larger tide of immigrants
who came to the United States in the first decade of the 20th century. So
far, the 1990s have seen immigrant numbers grow more rapidly still. And
cities like Los Angeles, Miami, New York, and San Francisco have been
utterly transformed by this latest wave of migration, evolving into
polyglot metropolises of great ethnic diversity.

As in the past, the American public is uneasy about the arrival of
newcomers from abroad. Numbers is one cause for anxiety ; the national
origins of today's arrivals another, perhaps deeper source of concern. The
current wave of immigrants differs from yesterday's in one prime respect.
The overwhelming majority of immigrants who flocked to the New World
from the 17th century to the mid-20th century came from Europe (though
any account of the peopling of the United States must note the very large
numbers of Africans imported as slaves). Today Europeans prefer to stay
home ; most of the new Americans come from Asia, the Caribbean,
Central America, and Mexico, with small, but growing numbers arriving
from Africa and the Middle East. '

So the descendants of yesterday's immigrants wonder whether
today's newcomers can make it in America — as did their forerunners,
though only with much pain and toil. Increasingly influential voices say
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