Immigration as a Fuel for American Industry
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Capitalism is an economic system in which trade, industry and the means of production are controlled by private owners with the goal of making profits in a market economy[footnoteRef:0]. With the goal of making profits in mind, of course one would take take the least costly route when it is readily available.  Immigrants were the primary workforce for the construction of the transcontinental railroad from 1863 to 1869 and were paid about 1 to 2 dollars a day for work. The majority of the money spent during the construction was on bribes for land acquisition and the company paying themselves to build the railroad. Zinn reports that the immigrant workforce in 1880 was around 2 million and doubled in 1890, keeping the overall wages paid down.[footnoteRef:1] On top of this, Immigrants were easily controllable and exploitable, but the increasing influx of immigrants caused a higher margin of unemployment. As conditions became worse however, immigrant workers became harder to control and more and more began to strike. In 1884, the women’s assemblies of textile workers and hat makers went on strike. A year later, more workers went on strike and eventually won higher wages and shorter work hours.[footnoteRef:2] Following suit later that winter, carpet weavers were fired for joining the Knights of Labor, and in response, picketed outside of the mill, in which they were attacked by police and arrested. However, the jury found them not guilty. [footnoteRef:3] These happenings demonstrated the struggles and the disparity of the working class from the wealthy elite that ran everything. [0:  "Capitalism" Oxford Dictionaries. "capitalism. an economic and political system in which a country’s trade and industry are controlled by private owners for profit, rather than by the state." Retrieved 4 January 2013.]  [1:  Zinn, H. (2011). A people's history of the United States (1. perennial classics ed.). New York, NY: HarperCollins.]  [2:  IBID]  [3:  IBID] 

Among the wealthy elite, three of the biggest names of the Industrial revolution were J.P. Morgan, John D. Rockefeller and Andrew Carnegie. J.P Morgan was the son of a banker before the war. He first started to make money selling railroad bonds on commission. He had managed to buy his way out of the Civil War like many wealthier people did, and in the spirit of a true capitalist, he sold rifles to a General in the field for about a six-hundred percent markup. Eventually, Morgan went on to own three of the biggest insurance companies in the country, and buying out Andrew Carnegie’s Steel empire for 492,000,000 dollars which today would equate to about 13.6 billion dollars.
John D. Rockefeller started out as a bookkeeper, eventually became a merchant and then got into the Oil industry. Within years of opening his first refinery he was a millionaire. He had made a number of secret agreements with a number of different people to set up control of the oil industry and made a standard for which the industry operated. Rockefeller eventually moved on to things such as iron copper coal shipping and banking; amassing a fortune of about two billion dollars (about 32 billion dollars today)[footnoteRef:4] [4:  IBID] 

Andrew Carnegie came from the poorest background of the three, but also the most impressive later on. Carnegie was born in Scotland and emigrated to the United States at a young age. When he was 17, he worked as a telegraph clerk and eventually moved up to a secretary of the head of the Pennsylvania railroad. After that he moved on to become a broker in Wall Street where he sold Railroad bonds for a very large commission, which made him a millionaire. He made his fortune after opening his own steel mill that employed the cost efficient Bessemer Process. This process used “pig iron”, which is the product of the middle stage in the refinement if iron ore, and removed the impurities of it through oxidation with air being blown through it. Carnegie continued to improve the process and created one the biggest steel empire up until J.P. Morgan bought it in 1900.
We notice now the disparity between the wealthy elite and the working class. Little more than three people controlled the biggest industries in the country. This pattern is observable throughout all of human history. The majority of the population is controlled by a handful of people. The government had a number of opportunities to regulate the monopolization of these industries but rather passed bills that were in favor the these economic powerhouses in the name of profit. We can notice the same trend in Mexico in a sense during the end of the reign of Porfirio Diaz and events leading up to the great migration. Why did so many Mexicans immigrate to the United States in the late 1800’s, early 1900’s if the situation was so poor for immigrants?
Mexican Revolution up until the Great Immigration
	On November 20th, 1910, Francisco I. Madero called for a social movement that would remove Porfirio Diaz from power. The call came after Madero had lost a fraudulent election against Diaz.  Diaz had been in power since 1875 through military dictatorship. he had a 35 year rule that had went against the Mexican Constitution of 1957. Up until Diaz came into power, the presidency in Mexico had changed hands seventy-five times over the course of 54 years.[footnoteRef:5] He gained a great amount of favor when he helped General Ignacio Zaragoza drive out the French invasion at Puebla in 1862.[footnoteRef:6] Madero had called for action from exile through a document that he had drafted called the Plan de San Luis Potosi. This plan called for an armed struggle that would remove Diaz from power and implement democratic elections, institute land reforms and abolish the presidential re-elections.  [5:  Gonzales, M. G. (1999). Mexicanos: a history of Mexicans in the United States. Bloomington: Indiana University Press.]  [6:  IBID] 

Madero eventually won the election after Diaz was ousted in 1911 and fled to Spain. However, in 1913, Madero was assassinated by Victoriano Huerta, Commander of the federal forces. Huerta joined up with Diaz’ nephew in order to seize power of the country.  Huerta had taken the presidency after Madero’s death, but it was short lived, as President Woodrow Wilson sent American marines to aid the revolutionaries against Huerta where he was inevitably ousted from power. Venustiano Carranza was Huerta’s successor and called for a meeting in which revolutionary and military leaders gathered to decide the future of Mexico. The final draft of the supreme law of Mexico was accepted in 1917, but Carranza ended up not living up to his promises. This once again prompted the fighting of the Mexican Revolution to continue up until 1920 in which Carranza, the legendary Emiliano Zapata were killed. Alvaro Obregon took office after Adolfo De la Huerta’s brief time in office. Much chaos had come of the revolution. Between 1.5 and 2 million people lost their lives. [footnoteRef:7] Compared to live during the revolution, it would make sense that people would want to immigrate to the United States. There weren’t any wars or revolutionaries running around, but there was plenty of other problems. [7:  Gonzales, 119] 

The main hubs of immigration from Mexico were Texas and California. The population of Mexican immigrants in Texas went from 71 thousand in 1900 to 683 thousand in 1930. California’s immigrant population was about 368 thousand. It is speculated that these two areas were the most attractive to move due to the fact that Mexicanos saw themselves as indigenous to the region.[footnoteRef:8] This number is believed to be higher due the high frequency of illegal immigration at the time. During the years of the Mexican Revolution had been happening, was when the three tycoons that were mentioned earlier were at the height of their industries. The booming Industrial revolution made the United States seem like a much more desirable place to live than a country in the midst of  revolution.  [8:  IBID p. 119] 

Gonzales aptly writes that many immigrants were “lured into the area by encouragement and financial aid extended by family members who had previously made the journey; that is, many newcomers were part of a chain migration.”[footnoteRef:9] Mining was the original main source of work for Mexican immigrants during the time of the revolution. After this followed working on the railroad and then farm work.  [9:  IBID ] 

The quality of life in migrant farm work was exceptionally bad. Often times workers would live in labor camps of thousands, and would have to deal with insects and rodents that would go after rotten crops. Because of these living conditions, the spread of disease among workers was a common thing; with tuberculosis being the most common. in 1918, there was an influenza epidemic that wreaked havoc on the Mexican colonials. Among this, there was a considerable amount of prejudice towards Mexican immigrants, both from native Texans, and even people of their own ethnicity. Considered to be the worst among all the prejudice were people know as contratistas. These people served as the middlemen between immigrants and businesses. Often times, contratistas would be given a set amount of money to do a job. Gonzales gives the example of farming crops. They would get a lump sum of money to plant, grow and harvest all the crops, but pay the workers as little as they possibly could make as much profit possible for themselves. Another example given is to claim a smaller amount weight on a cotton scale to get more for less money at the expense of the worker. [footnoteRef:10]  [10:  IBID 130] 

Sadly, a select few have always had complete power over a general population of people. It was true during the times of ancient Rome and we saw it within the last century with Porfirio Diaz in Mexico and with the industry moguls during the American Industrial revolution. The influx of immigration from all over the world into the United States can be seen as one of the biggest exploitations of people by other people since the start of slavery. 
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