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Central Americans 

   The rise of Central Americans living in the United States has grown dramatically in the 

last 50 years. In the 1970’s, demographics showed that “half of all Central American emigrants 

(those moving into other countries) relocated to other Central American countries, while half 

moved out of the region” (Woods, 2006). This immigration to other Central American Countries 

and the United States was caused by class division within Central American countries, such as 

Nicaragua. This ultimately led to revolutionaries, counterrevolutionaries, insurgencies, and civil 

warfare. Central Americans made up about 2.9 million of the total 9.7 million foreign-born 

population in the USA in 2009 (Terrazas, 2011,1). Changes in US laws in 1965 opened the doors 

to increased immigration, and larger waves of migration to the US began.  These different 

policies came into place when natives of other countries chose to leave their country due to 

political turmoil, political persecution, natural disasters, and unlivable conditions. Immigration 

quotas from this policy allowed family reunification and political asylum in the United States. It 

offered a safe escape from immigrants’ home countries, which were often overwhelmed by 

political unrest and economic decline. Immigration also affected the overall lifestyle of some 

Central American immigrants. Culture and life as they’d long known it was challenged upon 

arrival to the United States. Many Central American families moved to America and never 

returned back to their home countries. This led to generations of Central Americans growing up 

in the U.S., and therefore becoming acculturated and assimilated into American society. Central 

American immigrants have added a wealth of diversity to America’s culture, society, and 

economy, and continue to do so in present day. 
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Central America: Nicaragua 

     Since the 1980s, the Nicaraguan people have experienced political and economic unrest in 

their country. There was a leftist revolution that involved enormous conflict between two groups 

known as the Sandinistas and the Contras, the latter being supported by the United States during 

the war. The United States allowed Nicaraguans into the United States due to the immigrants’ 

risk of persecution in their own country. This eventually allowed Nicaraguans to gain citizenship 

with ease. During this revolution, a lot of Nicaraguans immigrated into the U.S, which led them 

to becoming the 12th largest population of Hispanic origin in 2011. 

Hurricane Mitch in 1998 was also a major factor that pushed Nicaraguans to immigrate to 

the United States. Nicaraguans, along with Hondurans, Guatemalans, and Salvadorans, were 

offered temporary protected status due to the natural disasters occurring in Central America.  

Despite that fact that a lot of Nicaraguans were able to come to the U.S during this time, the 

Nicaraguan government still had strong control over the population through their police and 

community groups (Wilkinson, 2014). This impacted the number of new immigrants coming into 

the US, as the Nicaraguan government prevented many from leaving the country. However, the 

Refugee Act enacted of 1980 allowed Nicaraguans into the United States due to fear of 

persecution, which ultimately made it easier for Nicaraguans to gain citizenship. Yet, despite the 

Refugee Act in place, only 53% of Nicaraguan immigrants in the United States are legal 

immigrants (Brown & Patten, 2011). This act included protection in the United States, and 

Nicaraguans were allowed extended voluntary departure, which allowed them to stay in the U.S 

past their Visa expiration. Nicaraguans found it much easier to immigrate to their neighboring 

country, Costa Rica. There, they found higher paying jobs and stability that didn’t exist in their 
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own country. Since it was also more affordable to get a Visa and work in Costa Rica than it was 

in the US, some Nicaraguans went to Costa Rica before immigrating into the United States.  

In the 1980’s, Nicaraguans who went to the US did so legally. They were welcomed as refugees 

due to the US involvement with the Contras during the war against the Sandinista movement.  

Most of the Nicaraguan immigrants settled in Miami and New Orleans (Wilkinson, 2014). In the 

1990’s, Nicaraguan immigration started growing and almost doubled, increasing to 35% (Lopez 

2015). As the total numbers of Latino immigrants continued to rise in the US, there are three 

immigrant groups that have actually started to see a slight decline since 2010, and Nicaragua is 

among them (Lopez and Patton 2012). As seen by the pie chart below, the Nicaraguan 

population only accounts for 8% of Central American-Born Population by Country of Birth since 

2011. Despite the decline, Nicaraguans are still the 12th highest Latino immigrant population in 

the US. The profile of Nicaraguans indicate the gap is closing on US born and Foreign born, 

showing that once they immigrate here legally they tend to stay. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Graph 1: Share of Central American-Born Population by Country of Birth, 2011 
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2011 ACS. 

  

Nicaraguans have a high literacy rate, and most Nicaraguans speak English and reside in 

the South. Their economic situation shows that their median earning is below all US citizens, 

despite having a high education. However their median earning is higher or even with other 

Hispanics, at roughly $30 -$35K annually. The rate of homeownership with Nicaraguans in 

America is at 44%, while the total U.S population is at 65% (Brown & Patten, 2011). Due to 

their high education, naturalization for Nicaraguans in America occurred at a faster rate than 

other immigrant groups. However Nicaraguans do not have much of a political voice.  A city in 

Miami called Sweetwater holds a majority population of Nicaraguans who speak little english. 

The city is referred to as “Little Managua,” and may eventually allow Nicaraguans to centralize 

more (Smagula). This would help them to gain a greater political voice, as other immigrant 

groups in the US had seen this happen as a result of centralizing their population. 

Central America: Panama 
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       Panama is the farthest country in Central America from the southern US border. There are 

165,000 Panamanian immigrants in the US, making them the smallest population of immigrants 

from Central America, according to the 2011 Census Bureau. The United States Immigration Act 

of 1924 only allowed a mere 2% of Panamanians into the United States, however a huge 

immigration wave occurred when the 1965 Immigration Act was implemented. With this act in 

place, Panamanians became the largest Central American group in America. “The US Census 

Bureau did not tabulate separate statistics for Panama, Central and South American nations until 

1960” and after the 1965 Immigration Act the numbers increased (Dean, 2007). Panama has the 

highest per capita income in Central America, (Holton 2014) and also has the most immigrants 

with a bachelor’s degree, at 27%. (Stoney and Batalova, 2013). There is a long history of 

partnership between Panama and the US that became stronger when the Panama Canal was built. 

While the canal was functioning under American control, most Panamanians earned their living 

from farming and then switched jobs to work on the canal. Today, approximately 10,000 

Panamanians work on the canal (Dean 2007).  After controlling the Panama Canal for many 

years, the U.S returned control over the canal back to Panama in 1977. Jimmy Carter, the US 

President at the time, signed a Panama Canal Treaty and Neutrality Treaty that would allow the 

Panama Canal to be under Panama control by 2000. 

      Due to the development of the Panama Canal, American influences can be seen in 

Panamanian culture and standard of living. Panama is a relatively stable country, and 

Panamanians tend to be highly educated people who speak English very well. This may be due to 

the fact that Panamanians were required to learn English before beginning work on the Panama 

Canal. Also, a new trend involving women of childbearing age has emerged in Panama, which is 

partially due to President Carter’s signing of Panama Canal Treaty. The agreement states that “a 
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person born in the Republic of Panama on or after 2/26/1904 is a U.S. citizen if, at the time of 

birth, one or both parents were U.S. citizens employed by the U.S. government or by the Panama 

Railroad Company” (Wolman). Panamanian women are entering the country and getting a tourist 

visa, which allows them to have their children at US hospitals for free. These children then 

obtain American citizenship, and are considered “anchor babies.” At the age of 21, these people 

will be able to have their families legally join them in the US if they choose to (Holton, 2014). 

 

Central America: Costa Rica 

     There are 126,000 Costa Ricans living in the United States, making them one of the lowest 

Hispanic immigrant populations in America, according to the 2010 US Census. They also make 

up 3% of the Central American-Born Population that exists in the US, as shown by Graph 2 

below listed under other Central Americans. There has never been a large wave of illegal 

immigration of Costa Ricans to the US,  because there wasn’t major political turmoil within 

Costa Rica, unlike other Central American countries. The majority of Costa Ricans who came to 

the United States did so in order to obtain a job after receiving higher education or marrying 

someone in the United States. This country has the slowest rate of immigration compared to any 

other Central American country (Chase 2006). Costa Ricans tend to reside in the states of 

Florida, Texas, New York, and New Jersey upon immigrating to the United States. Since only a 

limited number of Costa Ricans immigrate to the US, there aren’t many Costa Rican 

communities formed. Many Costa Ricans own property in America, as they have the right to 

own property due to legal status. 

       Levels of educational attainment vary among Central American countries. The top Central 

American countries from which immigrant adults reported having a bachelor's degree or higher 
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were Panama (27 percent) and Costa Rica (23 percent). As far as job opportunities, immigrants 

tend to work primarily in the labor and service industries. The majority of immigrants coming 

over to the US have helped the US economy immensely. Many entered the United States legally, 

which allowed for smoother integration into society, and assimilation and acculturation of 

younger generations (Chase, 2006). Though Costa Ricans do have a good socioeconomic status 

in the United States, they have limited political power because of the low numbers of Costa 

Rican immigrants. 

 

Graph  2: (Number of Central American-Born in the United States: 1960 to 2010): 

 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 1960-2000 Decennial Censuses, 2010 ACS 

Central America: Guatemala  

Certain Central American countries have seen increased rates of emigration to the United States. 

The highest rates of emigration are from Guatemala, El Salvador, and Honduras. In Guatemala, 

civilians suffered through a 36-year civil war that finally came to an end in 1996. This war 

sparked the emigration of thousands of political refugees to the United States, Mexico, and 
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Canada (Smith, 2006). In the 1990s, Mexico was a popular destination for Guatemalan migrants. 

Many migrated seasonally to Chiapas, Mexico, in order to work during the coffee harvest, 

earning higher wages than they would in Guatemala. The majority of these migrants were young 

men working to support their families, who would later join their relatives in Mexico. In 1996, 

over 400,000 Guatemalans began to flee the country to escape the hazardous political and social 

conditions following the war. Their primary destination was the United States, but many 

Guatemalan immigrants ended up in Mexico, causing it to overflow with refugees. While in 

Mexico, many Guatemalans applied for asylum in the United States, but most of these 

applications were denied, even though Guatemala had suffered such a lengthy civil war[GL1] . 

Still, Guatemalans remaining in the United States would later obtain legal status, assisted by the 

Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986. This act allowed approximately 50,000 

Guatemalan immigrants to gain legal status, and many became citizens. This led Guatemalan 

immigrants to become “lawful permanent residents,” which meant their family members could 

be legally admitted to America (Jonas 2013). Naturally, this caused increased immigration, and 

helped Guatemalans to further integrate into US society (Jonas 2013).  Graph 3 below shows the 

Net Emigration from Guatemala per Year, from 1990 to August 2005. 

 

Graph 3: Net Emigration from Guatemala per Year, from 1990 to August 2005. 
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Source: International Organization for Migration, 2006 

 

  It was not until after 1996 that Guatemalans began to voluntarily return home to a war-

stricken country. In 1999, 43,000 immigrants journeyed back to Guatemala from Mexico. As 

Mexico is the primary transit country for immigrants traveling to America, some immigrants had 

to be deported back to Guatemala from Mexico. Of course, a large population of illegal 

Guatemalan immigrants in the United States were deported to their homeland in 1996 as well. 

The majority of these people were illegal immigrants that had ended up in US prisons . This 

included many young men who come to the US with their parents in the 1980s. These men spent 

their childhood in America, which means they assimilated into American society, and many of 

them did not even speak Spanish correctly. When they returned home to Guatemala, migrators 

faced multiple issues with searching for employment and housing, and many were labeled 

negatively as deportees who had “failed abroad” (Smith, 2006).  
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         Various policies have been established to help Guatemalan migrants. In 1998, a 

Guatemalan-American organization was founded, known as the National Coalition of 

Guatemalan Immigrants in the United States, or CONGUATE. The goal of this organization is to 

guide migrant policies in both Guatemala and America (Smith, 2006). The progressive group is 

working to mend economic issues and strengthen democracy in Guatemala. They have also 

inspired the government of Guatemala to establish a Deputy Ministry for Human Rights and 

Migrant Affairs, which brings to light the complications Guatemalan migrants when traveling to 

the US, and furthers the integration of new migrant policies in the United States(Smith, 2006). 

The Guatemalan government, along with organizations within the United States, are working to 

convince the US government to grant Guatemalan immigrants temporary protection status. After 

suffering through devastating Hurricane Mitch, TPS was given by the US government to 

migrants from Nicaragua, Honduras, and El Salvador, but not to Guatemalan migrants. 

         According to Pew Research Center, approximately 600 illegal Guatemalan immigrants 

were living in the United States in 2011. These people were scattered throughout the US, 

although the greatest numbers of Guatemalans are seen in Southern and Western states, like 

Florida, Texas, and California. Over 43 percent of Guatemalan immigrants speak English 

proficiently, and 7 percent of immigrants above the age of 25 have received a bachelor’s degree. 

As far as homeownership, roughly 30 percent of Guatemalan immigrants own homes, and almost 

half of them do not have health insurance. Guatemalan immigrants, along with other immigrants, 

have struggled to assimilate into American society. Unfortunately, they have experienced 

discrimination and stereotyping as a minority group. They are viewed as lazy and ignorant, and 

are looked down upon as uneducated or those who work for low pay (Hong 2010). Also, 

Guatemalans are often grouped together with other Hispanic groups in the eyes of Americans, as 
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most native people cannot differentiate between groups, and make no effort to do so. Still, many 

Guatemalans have managed to keep their culture alive and significant . Guatemalan communities 

celebrate traditional Guatemalan holidays, including Semana Santa, which is a holy week of 

celebration that includes processions in the streets and holy worship (Hong 2010). They also 

celebrate “patronal festivals” which involve honoring saints, traditional Guatemalan food, and 

religious costumes (Hong, 2010). 

  

Central America: El Salvador     

Immigrants from El Salvador journeyed to the land of opportunity for many of the same reasons 

as Guatemalans. From 1979 to 1992, El Salvador  underwent a civil war caused by unequal land 

distribution within the country. This war involved dangerous violence and widespread 

competition for resources (Gammage, 2007). This caused thousands of Salvadorans to free their 

home country and seek refuge. In 1982, the largest amount of migrants were journeying to the 

United States, and many traveled through Mexico. However, it seems that the rest of the world 

was quite sympathetic to the Salvadoran war refugees, and many were aided by refugee camps of 

the United Nations, as well as within El Salvador. About 300,000 Salvadoran immigrants 

illegally entered the United States [GL9] between 1985 and 1992. These immigrants did not have 

high levels of education, reports indicating that only 9 percent of them had received post-

secondary education (Gammage, 2007). 

         In the 1980s, Salvadoran immigrants applied for asylum status in the United States, 

similar to Guatemalan immigrants. The United States government only approved two percent of 

these applications, and most Salvadorans did not gain legal status until the Immigration Reform 

and Control Act of 1986. This gave legal status to about 146,000 Salvadoran immigrants 
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(Gammage 2007). Even then, many immigrants still did not attain legal status. The American 

Baptist Church took action, winning a lawsuit that pushed the Immigration and Naturalization 

Services to provide fairer treatment of immigrants that had previously been denied legal status. 

This was crucial in helping both Salvadoran and Guatemalan immigrants. Following this, 

Salvadoran immigrants were the first group that was given Temporary Protection Status (TPS) in 

the United States through the Immigration Act of 1990 (Gammage 2007). This way, they could 

stay temporarily and work for a wage. This TPS was renewed numerous times for Salvadorans, 

after they suffered through an earthquake and other natural disasters. Still, thousands of 

Salvadorans living in America are undocumented, and most work for low wages in manual labor 

jobs. According to Pew Research Center, the unemployment rate for Salvadoran immigrants is 

about eight percent, with most employed people working in the service industry. Approximately 

39 percent are homeowners, and like Guatemalans, Salvadoran immigrants reside in the Southern 

States as well as California. 

     El Salvador is quite progressive in creating connections abroad. The country of El Salvador 

strives to keep networks with migrants. They are working to give voting rights to those that are 

abroad, and have developed state organizations that promote “private and collective investment” 

(Gammage 2007). This is difficult, as there are thousands of undocumented migrants in the US.  

This legal status denies them the ability to vote. Also, those in America are generally not 

primarily focused on assimilating into society. Salvadorans traveled to America to escape an 

unsafe situation in their country, not to become part of the American culture (Mumford 2006). 

Still, the younger generations are becoming more acculturated, growing up with other American 

children. Most Salvadorans live in Mexican communities, and specific stereotypes have not 

manifested, because most American people have trouble distinguishing between group origins 



 

 

13 

(Gammage, 2007). Graph 4 below shows the population of Salvadoran immigrants in the US 

between 1990 and 2013. 

 

Graph 4: Salvadoran-Origin Population in the U.S., 1990-2013 

 

 

  

  

  

  

 

 

 

 

Source: Pew Research Center 

 

 

Central America: Honduras 

The emigration of Hondurans to the United States began much later than that of other Central 

American countries. During the 1980s, immigrants from El Salvador, Guatemala, and Nicaragua 

were seeking safety in Honduras due to the destructive, ongoing civil wars in their home 

countries. Honduran immigrants entered the United States much later than these other countries, 

mainly because they were not experiencing the severe civil war and corruption that the others 

were in the 1980s and early 1990s. However, many Hondurans were experiencing economic 
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difficulties in their home country, and sought out opportunity in the United States. As a result, 

rates of Honduran migration to America increased following the 1986 Immigration Reform and 

Control Act and it is for this reason that Hondurans make up the largest amount of illegal Central 

American immigrants living in America. This has made it much more difficult for Hondurans to 

establish themselves well and create connections for family members. This is very different from 

the experience of the Salvadoran immigrants in America, as they were able to create a strong 

network between America and El Salvador. Also, it is impossible for Honduran immigrants to 

ever return to Honduras to visit their families, due to the dangerous journey home. 

Undocumented Honduran immigrants would have to take many risks to get back to Honduras, 

and it would be an expensive process (Reichman 2013). Once Hondurans are successful in 

migrating to America, it is unlikely they would be able to leave the country and migrate back to 

America from Honduras once again. The figure below shows the Honduran Immigrant 

Population in the US, 1990-2013.  

 

  

Graph 5: Honduran-Origin Population in the U.S., 1990-2013 
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Source: Pew Research Center 2013 

 

  Hurricane Mitch shattered the lives of many Hondurans, displacing about 1.5 million 

people (Reichman, 2013). This caused a major increase in migration from Honduras to the 

United States. Since so many Hondurans are undocumented in the United States, political 

representation is extremely difficult to attain. The Aliens for Better Immigration Laws group was 

formed in 1994. This movement works to help these people gain status and recognition from the 

American public, giving them more of a say in political and social matters.  As mentioned about 

Guatemalan, Salvadoran and, Honduran immigrants are often lumped into a group and 

categorized as Hispanics; they all look the same to outsiders. According to Pew Research Center, 

approximately 12 percent of American adults describe immigrants as “illegal,” and 66 percent of 

Americans claim that immigrants are “not assimilating well” (Pew Research Center 2015). This 

lack of differentiation creates subtle discriminatory behavior from non-Hispanic Americans. 

South America 
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South America: Colombia 

        In order to understand the multitude of reasons for Colombian immigration into the United 

States, it is crucial to first understand the history of Colombia relative to political, social, and 

economic aspects of their society. Colombia has been through several decades of political feuds 

and social turmoil. Wars and civil disputes, in addition to political power struggles, staunched 

the growth of Colombia, limiting the region growth and development as a free and independent 

country. Two factors increased the reason for immigration, primarily in the late-1940s, where 

immigration into the United States began to increase significantly. La Violencia, a ten-year 

(1948–58) civil war in Colombia that began with the assassination of popular Liberal presidential 

candidate, Jorge Eliecer Gaitin, broke out due to hostilities and political power struggles between 

the Liberals and Conservatives. The assassination of Gaitin was a catalyst of the war and 

immediately resulted in a 10-hour long riot known as El Bogotazo that resulted in the death of 

3,000 people. 

La Violencia resulted in many violent disputes, such as the Bombing of Marquetalia in 

1964, which was an attempt to bring peace between the Liberals and Conservatives. Upset 

peasants reciprocated by naming themselves communists and setting up territories known as 

"Republics"; Marquetalia being one of them. Fifteen thousand soldiers were sent off to bomb the 

city of Marquetalia so that the region would no longer be a political threat. A majority of 

Marquetalia’s residents escaped, survived, and ultimately ended up creating an army known as 

the FARC (Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia). Other political disputes occurred during 

the 1950s, but by the 1960s attempts were being made in order to address all of the social, 

political, and economic problems of Colombia that have existed for so long. 
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In the 1960s, Colombians were trying to escape political corruption and social turmoil by 

moving into the United States. During the period of 1960 to 1977, the Immigration and 

Naturalization Service estimated that about 116, 444 Colombians entered the United States. This 

racially and economically diverse wave was labeled as the first large immigration waves 

resulting from purely economic reasons. Skilled and semiskilled laborers began to displace 

professionals as the majority as immigration continued to increase. The Immigration Act of 1965 

declared that only 120,000 visas were to be reserved annually. The act also requested to deny 

entry to those that were not needed or qualified to work in the US. Pressures on visas began to 

rapidly aggravate due to the underemployment and unemployment in Colombia, which increased 

by 20 percent in the 1970s. 

         In the 1970s, Colombia’s political corruption, social diversion, and economic despair 

increased, which in turn increased immigration into the United States. During this decade, an 

organization of leftist rebels had transpired, and this led to the creation of the Colombian 

Guerilla Movement. This rebel movement established a political party and the second-largest 

guerrilla group, known as the M-19 Democratic Alliance. The Alliance had a nationalistic, 

revolutionary populist and socialist ideology. The M-19 and other guerrilla groups were initially 

created in order to stand for the rights of landowners and the free market, however, it soon 

became evident that all they truly stood for was violence.  The M-19, along with other guerilla 

groups, eventually combined and formed an organization called the AUC. This organization is 

known for being the deadliest group that existed within the entire conflict. 

            Due to the rising violence and terrorism brought on by the Guerilla movement, 

displacement among Colombian citizens became a common trend. The escaping refugees were 

known as “internally displaced peoples” who moved to the outskirts of cities where they were 
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forced to live in slums, without drinking water or healthcare. It is estimated today that over five 

million Colombian refugees still currently reside in these outskirts and slums. Immigration 

discouragement resulted from the enforcement of displacement, immigration acts, and laws and 

forced many immigrants to settle in Ecuador. In 1973, over 60,000 Colombians were living in 

Ecuador. Immigration continued not only to Ecuador, but also to the United States. By 1978, 

Colombian Americans were one of the fastest-growing South American groups in Miami. 

        A major influence of Colombian immigration to the United States is the infamous War on 

Drugs, which lasted all throughout the 1900s and still continues in less extremes today. 

Colombians are known for earning more from the drug trade than any other nationality located in 

the Western Hemisphere. In the 1980s, over 70 percent of the cocaine and over 50 percent of the 

marijuana available in the United States was credited to the drug dealing occurring in Colombia. 

Due to the intensity of the drug trade present in Colombia, Colombian criminal organizations 

have been known for funding smuggling operations, as well as financing drug plantations. 

      Since the 1970s, however, the United States has spent several trillion dollars on an 

attempt to dismantle the drug cartels located in Colombia, which have cost an estimated 15,000 

lives due to narco-terrorism.  In 2000, the United States created an aid program relative to the 

drug and narcotics trade known as Plan Colombia. This ultimately succeeded in bringing many 

coca-growing areas under control of the state, which in turn reduced drug-related violence. Plan 

Colombia, however, ended up destroying large cartels and resulted in the formation of smaller 

cartels. It also sparked the movement of the drug trade primarily into Peru and Bolivia, as well as 

other Central American countries and Mexico. New approaches are constantly experimented in 

order to officially stop the drug trade. Eric Olson, an associate director of the Woodrow Wilson 

Center, states “Declining US aid, a weakened drug certification process, and the willingness of 
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some countries, especially Bolivia, to resist US pressure suggests that the US cannot continue to 

dictate the implementation of policy as it did in the 70s and 80s." Olson emphasizes the fact that 

the United States is in major need of a policy that acknowledges a variety of regions drug 

problems, and that seeks collaborative solutions in order to finally rid countries of the 

impregnable drug trade. Olson’s idea aims to reduce immigration and increase citizens’ safety in 

all of the countries involved. 

       In the 1980s, however, political turmoil and economic corruption were still predominant 

in Colombia. The 1980s gave recognition to the 20th anniversary of Colombia’s War on Drugs 

and Politics, during which the government agreed to let the FARC once again participate in 

politics, but only as long as arms and war were laid down and at ease. High-ranking officials of 

the FARC and ELN, as well as members from the communist party, all came together in order to 

form the UP (Patriotic Union). The UP political party was dedicated to the leftist ideology of 

creating change through nonviolence. Movement of the UP backfired, and by 1988 it is estimated 

that over five-hundred members had been murdered and increased to 6,000 by 1990. 

         Immigration continued in the 1990s due to the corruption that still continued to terrorize 

Colombia. Many of the Colombian residents in the United States ended up leaving metropolitan 

centers and migrating to the suburbs due to the presence of overcrowding, crime, and the high 

cost of living. After an immigration wave from 1990 to 1991, Colombians accounted for the 

third-largest group of undocumented immigrants after those from Mexico and Central America. 

Immigration continued to increase due to the presence of Guerrilla violence in Colombia. In 

1992, nearly 75,000 Colombians immigrated into the United States and settled in California. 

Prompted by Californian voters in 1994, Proposition 187 was put up for declaration in 1994. The 

law ultimately denied healthcare, education, as well as other services to undocumented 
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immigrants and was later declared unlawful and inhumane in 1999. Later in the 1990s, 

Colombian Americans located in New Jersey organized citizenship drives in retaliation to a 

republican plan that denied legal immigrants Supplemental Security income upon retirement. 

Laws continued to form as immigration continued, and in 1996 Congress enacted a law that 

denied non-emergency healthcare, as well as welfare and higher education benefits, to 

undocumented immigrants. 

        In the 1990s, Colombians faced many obstacles in terms of achieving success in the 

United States. Negative influences of society, such as technological advancements, took over 

unskillful and low-paying jobs that most Colombian American immigrants needed. Language 

was, and still is, also a barrier that hindered the advancement of immigrants in society. 

Colombians are recorded for being the largest group of undocumented immigrants, so 

stereotypes and prejudice are regular occurrences for this specific ethnic group in the North 

American society (Migration Policy Institute). Many laws began to develop due to the influx of 

immigrants into the States. In 1996 Congress, “enacted a law denying non-emergency health 

care, welfare and higher education benefits to undocumented aliens” (Sturner). Laws developed 

by Congress that prohibited healthcare for illegal aliens were created in order to decrease the 

presence of illegal beings that obtain citizen benefits. Illegal immigrants have become part of an 

underlying conflict in the states. Many laws are still being created currently in order to confirm 

legal residents in the states.   

       Although Colombians did not start migrating until the late 1900s, Colombians were 

known as the largest South American immigrant group in America during the late twentieth 

century. In 2008, Colombians accounted for about 30 percent of all South Americans and 2.65 

percent of all documented immigrants in the US. Colombia’s own census bureau has estimated 
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that a total of 4.1 million Colombians were living outside the country’s borders in 2005, and that 

about one-half of this population was living in the United States. The U.S. census, however, 

shows that there were only 730, 510 Colombians living within U.S. during the same year of 

2005. The variations between the two countries’ census is most likely due to the high levels of 

undocumented Colombian immigration into the States. The graph below shows the total number 

of Colombian immigrants in the US per decade. 

 

Graph 6: Total Immigrants from Colombia (per decade) 

 

Source: Department of Homeland Security, Yearbook of Immigration Statistics, 2008.  

    

     As violence and political disorder began to increase in Colombia, many of its citizens began 

to seek asylum in other countries. An estimated 11, 600 immigrants from Colombia classified as 
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asylum seekers were in the United States in 2003, making Colombia the 2nd largest asylum 

applicant population in America. The United States government has the option of granting 

Colombians temporary protective status (TPS), though this is not easily handed out and is 

usually reserved for refugees from countries whose citizens’ lives are in danger due to war, civil 

disruption, or extreme political turmoil. The United States has yet to acknowledge appeals from 

human rights organizations as well as cooperation from the Colombian government, both of 

which are needed in order to grant Colombians TPS.  

         Colombian Americans have been quite successful in assimilating and acculturating into US 

society. They are able to gain and maintain a distinct identity in the United States where, “In 

light of immigration laws that allow few to expect citizenship, they usually consider their stay in 

the United States temporary and retain strong ties to Colombia, where they plan to resettle 

permanently” (Sturner). Colombian Americans, however, do struggle with racial and economic 

discrimination, along with the isolation of American culture due to language barriers and cultural 

differences. These immigrants face harsh stereotypes, credited to Colombia’s reputation of 

criminal habits and drug-trafficking, even though only a minute number of Colombians actually 

engage in such illegal operations. Overall, Colombian immigration into the States will continue. 

The corruption of Colombian society pushes civilians to search for new opportunities and living 

standards in America.  

 

South America: Venezuela 

    Venezuelan economic and social stability did not prosper until the discovery of oil in the 

1900s. By the end of the 1920s, Venezuela was one of the world’s largest oil exporters. The 
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wealth from such economic prosperity, however, was limited to an exclusive elite group, which 

left the rest of Venezuela to live in poverty. 

Between 1935 and 1945, there was a significant amount of civil unrest in Venezuela. 

Citizens began to demand governmental reform and an even distribution of Venezuela’s oil 

wealth. In 1945, the leader of the Acción Democrática (Democratic Action) party and first 

democratically elected president, Romulo Gallegos, took over the government. In 1947, 

Venezuela was able to obtain a new constitution and participate in democratic elections. After 

many careful constitutional, economic, and social reforms, a series of democratically elected 

presidents controlled Venezuela for the next couple of decades. 

  Starting in the 1980s, Venezuelans began migrating to the United States due to the 

political discontent and decline of oil prices in Venezuela. The immigration further increased 

when the country witnessed two coups (a sudden, violent, and illegal seizure of power from a 

government); an impeachment of a president and the election of Hugo Chavez. Chavez’s 

political rein brought on significant changes to the traditional party system which ultimately, “led 

to an environment of economic and institutional crisis, personal insecurity, and political violence 

that forced many Venezuelans to look for a better life in countries such as the United States, 

Canada, and Spain” (Stavans and Troconis). 

           By 2000 the Venezuelans took the title of the second fastest-growing Hispanic 

population subgroup in America. The inflation of migration goes to emphasize the political 

suffering of Venezuelans under Chavez’s rule where in 2011, “a record number of 6,853 

Venezuelans obtained the American citizenship” (Stavans and Troconis). Due to the fact that 

most Venezuelans see their residency in the United States as temporary, however, give 

Venezuela the title of the lowest rate of naturalization. The Venezuelan population is often 
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described as young and well educated with skilled training and a high average income where 

most of them concentrate in areas of Florida and other regions relative to the south.  Venezuelans 

are more easily assimilated into the American culture despite such barriers as language and 

cultural identification due to the well-deserved reputation of being a well-educated and hard-

working class.  

 

 

 

Graph 7 : Venezuelan-Origin Population in the U.S., 1990-2013 

Source: Pew Research Center, 2013. 

In the nineteenth century, nearly ten times as many South Americans as Central 

Americans came to settle in the United States. From 1920 to 1930, over 4,000 South Americans 

were entering the States; most of these people concentrated in such areas as the urban settings in 

northeastern Unites States, Los Angeles, Chicago, and San Francisco. The amount of immigrants 

that came from Venezuela, however, is hard to identify due to the fact that there are no definite 
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figures or documentation. Many Venezuelans migrated to the United States for educational 

purposes and remained after graduation where relatives often came to visit into the States. Since 

the beginning of 1980, opportunities to earn higher salaries and the coinciding of economic 

fluctuations in Venezuela have persuaded an increasing number of Venezuelan professionals to 

immigrate into the United States. 

             Relative to the assimilation of the Venezuelan American population many identify as a 

mixture of diverse social groups in which reflects the diversity present in their homeland of 

Venezuela. Culture identification is diverse among Venezuelans where, “Among middle-class 

immigrants, some 70 percent have a combined European, Indian, and African ancestry. 

Approximately 21 percent of Venezuelan Americans identify themselves as white, 8 percent as 

black, and 1 percent as Indian. Many Venezuelan Americans are descendants of Europeans from 

Spain, Italy, and Portugal” (Walker). Many of the Venezuelan Americans live in Hispanic 

communities within highly populated metropolitan areas. 

             Most second generation Venezuelan Americans a mixture of Spanish and English, 

making assimilation easier into the American society. Although Venezuela is known for having 

more than 25 Indian languages, Spanish and English are actually the predominant languages of 

the Venezuelan American community. Relative to language, many Venezuelans have not found 

it difficult to achieve successfully in English-speaking institutions of higher education and are 

well known for said higher levels of education. Higher levels of education, especially in terms of 

the comparison among other Hispanic groups, make it easier for Venezuelans to obtain higher 

skilled jobs with a variety of professions. In terms of government, many Venezuelan Americans 

have established occupations in local politics and government where an increasing number of 

Venezuelan Americans are also pursuing government service on the federal level and “political 
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allegiances of Venezuelan Americans extend across the entire spectrum of American politics” 

(Walker). Venezuelans have assimilated well into the American culture while also still remaining 

an identity with their origin and culture. 

         

 South America: Argentina and Peru: 

South America is a very diverse country in terms of geography, politics, economics, and 

culture.  It has also been undergoing serious changes over the last 50 or so years, especially in 

terms of the immigration process.  Many South Americans come to the United States off of the 

concept of the American dream; that the wealth and opportunity this country has far surpasses 

that of their home country.  However, this is most often the exception rather than the rule.  Many 

enjoy the thick bountiful culture that is South America because of what a different lifestyle it is 

than that of North America.  Many only leave, because that is their last resort.  America doesn’t 

just provide a stable job and better infrastructure, but it also provides a safe place to raise kids.  

This often is the reason many come over to America.  Why else would they leave?  They live in 

a Spanish speaking country, with representation in government, they are citizens, and they are 

respected as a majority rather than a minority.  It’s when these conventions are jeopardized that 

the waves begin to flow in.  This essay will study in particular Argentinians, Peruvians, and a 

broad view of South America’s move to the United States as well as the transitions of 

assimilation into American society.  This will be accomplished by establishing conditions prior 

to the waves of migration, their effects afterwards, and the progress that is predicted to be made 

based on demographics, trends, and political representation throughout history.  

Argentina is the second largest country in South America and consists of mainly the Pampas, or 

rolling plains which makes it a great place for agriculture.  Many Argentines live fairly as 
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Argentina is also one of the wealthiest countries in South America.  Some of their industries 

include “food processing, consumer durables, motor vehicles, and textiles,” (National 

Geographic).  One of the reasons Argentineans are so rich is because a large part of the country 

works in refineries as oil is one of Argentina’s largest exports.  Argentinians are primarily of 

European descent mixed with Spanish.  Because of this many Argentineans often have a fairer 

complexion than that of their neighbors to the North.  In a way, despite the differences in 

language, living in say Buenos Aires wouldn’t be much different than living here in the United 

States.  For this reason, the first wave of Argentinians wasn’t such a shock to Americans.  This is 

also because only the rich could afford to move when the country first collapsed, making it very 

easy during the old quota system to choose the businessmen, engineers, doctors, and lawyers 

over the lower-class.  Compared to Mexico, Argentinians could practically walk passed border 

patrol unscathed.  This however was only temporary. 

The year of 1965 was when the first major wave of Argentines came to the States.  In the 

beginning, the majority migrating were aristocratic leaders of society escaping the country.   

Over time however more and more people began immigrating as best they could and slowly their 

population became more representative.  This was in response to a cataclysmic event that pushed 

hundreds of thousands of Argentinians all around the world.  This event happened in 1965 when 

“the Argentinian Prime Minister froze all wages so that the value of the dollar could be 

devalued,” (Gustavo and Patten). This created a surplus of money for the government receiving 

the import and export capital, but striped the money from the citizens by giving everyone the 

same wage.  This was a poor attempt at communism that nearly destroyed their national budget 

after the reparations.  Many felt undervalued, underpaid, and overworked.  People stopped taking 

pride in what they did, because there was no reason to do any more than adequate. The country 
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slowly began to fall apart as refugees began pouring out from all sides.  Many went back to 

Spain, Italy, and Germany, however some started making their way towards America.  

This was a problem because during this time, the Cold War was still going on.  This meant that 

any communist country, and/or “anyone fleeing a communist country was not allowed into the 

United States under the Immigration and Naturalization act of 1952,” (Bailey). The Immigration 

and Naturalization act of 1965 was still being processed through congress when this was 

happening and the quota system was still instated.  This meant that for this large group of 

immigrants, many of them would have no better chances getting in than the Mexicans.  Luckily, 

it wasn’t long before congress passed a bill during the civil rights movement to abolish the quota 

system giving “equal opportunity” to countries of every ethnicity.  However, this couldn’t have 

been accomplished without the race riots and freedom parades of the 1960s.  It was shortly after 

JFK’s speech calling the Immigration and Naturalization Act “unacceptable and wrong,” that 

congress actually began to take action. 

Graph 8: Waves of South Americans  
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Source: Migration Policy Institute  

 

As seen in graph 8 above, a majority of immigrants from South America came prior to 

two thousand.  This is substantiated in that the second wave of Argentinians was much smaller 

and much later in their history.  In 2001, many natives were forced to leave their country and 

unite once again with their brothers and sisters in Spain, Italy, as well as the United States.  This 

fall caused riots, widespread unemployment, an avoidance of the country's national debt, and “an 

end to the countries fixed peso-dollar exchange rate,” (Greenman).  This is likely due to 

Argentina’s history of military dictatorships and losing wars (The Falklands War 1982).  Many 

of the people from the late 90’s and early 2000’s wave have returned back to Europe for this very 

reason.  Due to this “outpour of predominantly upper-class citizens, this has left the market to 

mainly unskilled, low wage labor” (Pew Research and Statistics) attracting many people from 

Latin America to Buenos Aires.  This is likely the reason that Argentina is among the countries 

with fewer immigrants to the United States as seen in graph below. 

Graph 9: Immigrants from South America respective to country  

   

Source: Pew Research and Statistics 
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As seen in the graph above, Argentina seems to be one of the least dependent on the United 

States for immigration.  This is also likely because of how much farther the United States is from 

Argentina then say a country like Colombia at the top of South America.  Colombia, Peru, and 

Ecuador make up nearly half of all immigrants to the US in 2010. 

          The beginning stages of assimilation for Argentinians were very much like the melting 

pot theory where each generation slowly got more assimilated than the past.  First was the 

competitive stage, where because all these aristocratic people were migrating here, Americans 

felt threatened to step up their game to be on par with them.  This is somewhat justified in that 

Argentinean immigrants actually transitioned quite well making an average salary of around 

“31,000 dollars, 1,000 more dollars than average Americans”, (Gustavo and Patten).  Slowly as 

generations began intermarrying and their children all went to the same schools the process 

became more normal.  By around the third generation, which is happening in present day, almost 

all borders between the two races have been dissolved in a general sense.  In terms of expression, 

almost all Argentinians would probably agree that soccer is a major sport for them as opposed to 

football, and that a majority of them are Roman Catholic whereas America is divided among 

many denominations.  Small discrepancies have caused some stereotyping and racial issues to 

arise, but most have worked themselves out over time and now are nearly dissolved. 

 

 

 

 

 

Graph 10: Assimilation process through the labor force 
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Source: Migration Policy Institute  

 The Graph above depicts the primary jobs taken on by South American immigrants 

assimilation into American jobs.  “Around 70% of South American immigrants ages 16 and over 

were in the civilian labor force, compared to 66 percent and 62 percent of the foreign and U.S 

born, respectively,” (Zong)  This means that their assimilation process was actually better than 

Hispanics as a whole in terms of labor. 

  As is probably obvious, Argentina is a Spanish speaking country with “just over 77% of 

their people speaking Spanish at home in America.”  “Only 75% of Argentinians actually speak 

English” after being forced to learn it to live here, (Gustavo and Patten).  That is one of the 

biggest differences between Americans and Spanish.  With our constantly adapting slang and 

pseudonyms, it’s a very hard language to learn and many are often criticized if they don’t speak 

English in this country.  While we have ambassadors and ethnic relations teams working with 
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peoples from other countries such as Argentina, there isn’t much representation in the local 

American government.  For this reason America can be seen to immigrants as a powerful yet 

hypocritical country as it is the land of the free and the home of the brave if you’re American.     

 

Graph 11: Locality of the South American Hispanic subgroup 

           

Source: Migration Policy Institute  

Many Argentinians are somewhat spatially segregated as a majority of them live in 

specific parts of the country.  “The majority of South Americans as a whole live in NY, ATL, 

LA, Houston, Miami, and San Francisco,” (Baily). This is common among all Hispanic groups to 

live in metropolitan areas likely because it was known that work could be found there, and that 

other groups exist there in large amounts.  Graph 11 above depicts where the majority of these 

minority groups live. 

         There seems to be a fair amount of inter-racial marriage both between native 

Argentinians and American-Argentines alike.  Also, there doesn’t seem to have been laws that 

prevented two people from getting married according to race in the United States or Argentina 
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(Baily).   Argentinians have a 58% marriage rate, 8% higher than that of the United States, 

(Gustavo & Patten) and their rates of intermarriage have only been going up since the 60’s.  In 

terms of the long run, for an ethnic group Argentina has done remarkably better than many other 

ethnicities in assimilation.  This is also largely due to the fact that many Argentinians are often 

mistaken for white people because of how fair their complexion is. 

In the years 1960-1969 Argentinians were given property rights to move to the United States. 

During this time there was a huge influx of new American citizens likely due to the coup de junta 

happening in Argentina, (Greenman).  Out of the ashes of this, 58% Argentinians owned homes, 

as opposed to the 64% of Americans own homes (Gustavo and Patten). 

Peru, like Argentina is a powerful and wealthy Latin American country with three distinct 

regions; the highlands, the jungle, and the coast.  Peru is among the top producers of “silver, 

copper, zinc, fuel, fisheries, and agricultural products,” (National Geographic).  “To the Quechua 

Indians that ruled over the land long ago, Peru meant land of abundance,” (National 

Geographic).  However even in a land of abundance a majority of its population is paycheck to 

paycheck and live simple agricultural style lifestyles.  It also didn’t help that in 1968 Peru was 

ruled by the military and Velasco overthrew President Fernando Terry.  This bothered many 

people as the country slowly started getting more and more corrupt.  Over the years it got worst 

and there began to be a steady stream of immigrants migrating to the United States for a better 

shot at freedom and opportunity.  In 1991 approximately 380,000 Peruvians left Peru to come to 

the United States.  “The United States has a strong cooperate with Peru,” (South American 

Immigration).  For this reason, a majority of citizens are foreign born, come to the United States, 

and eventually return back to Peru, (Baily). 
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Peru had been under military control until the late 1980’s and a majority of its people live 

in poverty.  Although now a prosperous country, during those times there was better opportunity 

in the United States to live a more comfortable life.  From the presidency of Fernando Terry 

(1980) to Fujimori’s (1990), Peru was a very corrupt country.  A majority of the Northwestern 

parts of South America was run by drug lords.  There was a lot of violence especially in 

Colombia; a period of time known as “la volencia” where many refugees fled.  From the outpour 

of refugees in Colombia to Venezuela and Peru, to the outpour of Peruvians to the United States, 

that movement set off a chain reaction that forced 380,000 Peruvians to immigrate to the United 

States.  As stated previously, most will not move unless they have to.  This is another example of 

natives only leaving because it is absolutely necessary. 

Ecuador also experienced the effects of this and it is for this reason that there seems to be 

a recent trend of Ecuadorians returning to their country after the dust has settled.  Not only is 

Ecuador experiencing large waves of Ecuadorians coming from the various parts of South 

America, but they are also getting “Ecuadorians from Italy, Spain, and the United States coming 

back after their mass migration during the 1980’s,” (Zong).  This is also largely due to Rafael 

Correa being the “first Ecuadorian President to reach out to Ecuadorians overseas” (Zong) and 

asking them to come back to their home country to Unite the nation.  Argentina is also 

experiencing this trend after “recovery has taken place after the fall of the Argentinian 

government in 2001,” (Greenman).     

Because Peru already has a great agricultural economy, people who migrate to the United 

States often work in agricultural or food related jobs.  “The average salary of a Peruvian-

American is around $25,000” (Gustavo & Patten). 



 

 

35 

In terms of education and freedom, the Peruvians are an 80% Roman Catholic people.  

Almost all children above the age of 5 are educated in Peru.  Their Literacy rate 88.7% (South 

American Immigration).  Peruvians have higher education rates as well.  There were however a 

series of human rights violations in 1999 restricting Peruvian freedom causing many of them to 

migrate to America.  The government has been in and out of military dictatorships and is just 

now becoming stable. 

         Peruvians speak a mix between Quechau, (native Indian dialect) and Latin Spanish. “61% 

speak English and 85% speak Spanish in their homes,” (Gustavo & Patten).  This made a 39% 

margin of people who had to learn English when they came to America making the assimilation 

process slightly difficult. 

Only 77% have access to clean drinking water and clean sanitation. There are also “few 

doctors in Peru (around 117 physicians, 67 nurses, and 11 dentists per 100,000 people),” 

(Jokisch).  These are among some of the other reason people come to America.  Anyone 

suffering with a major illness would likely not get treatment, or it would be very difficult to get 

treatment. 

In terms of South Americans as a whole, there is an emergence of political unrest 

concerning recent events.  This is especially the case around the recent election season.  

Hispanics are fed up with being treated as less important than the rest of the problems circulating 

in government today.  South America is less of a subgroup among Hispanics, but rather United 

with the Hispanic minority as a whole.  There seems to be less distinction than ever considering 

that in order to fight the opposition they have to be united.  This is especially important in 

context to what has been said by Trump about the building of a wall to divide us from Mexico.  

This doesn’t just affect Mexicans, but the Hispanic minority as a whole considering how much 
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more it divides the world.  It will make it harder for struggling illegal immigrants to come to the 

United States and easier for Americans to keep Hispanics, (as well as any other ethnic group) 

out.  I predict that because of these setbacks, there will be further division among Americans and 

Hispanics because of how ignorance usually catches people’s attention more so than sob stories.  

We live in a new age characterized by technology, disassociation to direct issues, and political 

murkiness to provide a status quo.  Nothing will change until something big is done, until 

another movement takes place, specifically a revolution.  

As a whole Hispanics stand in slightly better waters than they did in say 1980, however I 

think many are beginning to find that the American dream isn’t so dreamy.  This is evidenced by 

the emigration back to Peru, Ecuador, and Argentina.  It is also based on a hunch that Hispanics 

no longer like being treated as outsiders, as a minority, and as second class citizens.  Puerto 

Ricans haven’t even been given the right to vote yet!  There is still a long way for Americans to 

come, and I can’t see it getting better any time soon.  However this isn’t to say that it will not.  

Humanity has come out of imperialism (somewhat), slavery, racism, sexism (somewhat), and has 

continued to progress since civil rights have become important.  It’s entirely possible that 

eventually, the next generation will see this as an adequate problem worth dealing with, and the 

world will see change. 

In conclusion, South Americans have changed immensely over the last couple of 

generations.  Some progress has been made from the Immigration and Naturalization Act of 

1924-1965. Central Americans have also changed immensely over the past few generations. The 

different countries within the region have assimilated and immigrated to the United States under 

different conditions, however the majority of the countries are still fighting for complete equality 

within the U.S. It is likely that more progress will be made for minority groups as a whole.  
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However, like any movement, there are stumbling blocks along the way.  In this case, the 

stumbling block seems to be appeal to ignorance of the American people.  If more people 

become aware of the pressing issues that encompass Hispanics in America (immigration, 

citizenship, ownership rights, racism, discrimination, minority status, etc.) then and only then 

will the world see change.  Right now the changes are small and unseen, but in a big enough 

application the ideas will ripple throughout the rest of time and maybe one day form a resolution.      
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