
New Immigrants:  Immigration After 1890 

Adapted from “Globe Fearon: American History” 

Since its founding the United States has been a nation of immigrants.  Before 
1890, most newcomers had come from countries in Northern and Western 
Europe, such as Great Britain, Ireland, Germany and Sweden.  From 1890 to 
1920, immigrants from those countries continued to come to the United States 
but many immigrants from other parts of the world also entered the United 
States.  They came mostly from Southern and Eastern Europe, from countries 
such as Italy, Poland, Greece, Russia, and Hungary. 

 

Two Waves of Immigrants 

Immigrants entered the U.S. in two waves. 
Before 1890, most came from North and 
Western Europe.  Most immigrants in the first 
wave  were Protestants, and many had some 
education and experience living in a 
democratic government.  Additionally, many 
already spoke at least some English.  In 
addition, settlers from these countries had 
been coming to the United States since its 
inception.  For these reasons, they adapted 
to life in the United States without much 
difficultly.  Many became farmers in the 
Midwest.  Others settled in small towns or in 
cities such as Cincinnati, Ohio and 

Milwaukee, Wisconsin.  

Around 1890 this trend began to change.  For the next thirty years, Italians, Greeks, Poles, 
Russians and others from Southern and Eastern Europe outnumbered immigrants from other 
parts of Europe.  The second wave of immigrants were often referred to as “new immigrants.”  

The Second Wave 

This second wave of immigrants was considered very different from the previous waves of 
immigration.  For one, their religions were different.  Many were Jews seeking safety after facing 
religious persecution in Russia and Poland.  Others, such as the Italians, were Catholics.  The 
vast majority of these immigrants were escaping extreme poverty in Europe and many could not 
read or write.  Their religions, customs, and languages made them stand out from other 
Americans. 

Reasons for Immigration 

Like everyone who had come to the United States before them, the new immigrants came to the 
United States for many reasons.  The reasons why someone choose to leave their homeland is 



called a “push” factor.”  One push factor was overpopulation in their homeland.  Many in Europe 
could not find good jobs.  Others left their homelands because they were facing religious or 
political persecution.  In Russia, Jews were becoming increasingly unsafe, the targets of intense 
discrimination.  The Russian government began to organize pogroms, or attacks on Jewish 
villages.  For this reason, nearly one third of all Jews living in Russia and Eastern Europe 
around 1900 left to come to the United States. 

A pull factor is something that attracts people to a place.  These new immigrants chose the 
United States because it promised freedom, hope and the opportunity for a better life.  They 
were drawn by advertisements for free land and plentiful jobs.  Others were inspired by letters 
they got from relatives who had already made the journey.  One Polish immigrant wrote to his 
family back home, “Here we eat everyday what we only got for Eastern back home [in Poland].”  

These immigrants were welcomed into the United States by an immigration policy that allowed 
almost anyone to enter the U.S. The industrial economy was booming and the need for 
unskilled workers was so significant, that there were few concerns about how these immigrants 
could support themselves.  Open immigration policies were good for business. 

Ellis Island  

Between 1892 and 1924, Ellis Island, located in New York, 
was the busiest immigration center in the United States. 
For the immigrants who arrived here, Ellis Island was the 
first place they set foot on American soil. If they were 
admitted through Ellis Island, immigrants were free to build 
their lives in the United States. However, not every 
immigrant was allowed to enter the United States, and 
some families were separated or forced to return to their 
homelands. Immigrants were often denied entry if 
authorities detected a medical issue or if they had no 
money or set destination.  

Upon reaching Ellis Island, passengers were processed through the station, and the majority 
was allowed to legally enter the United States. Still, about 20 percent of immigrants had cases 
that required more time. These immigrants were forced to stay overnight in terrible dormitories. 
In the 32-year span that Ellis Island operated as an immigration center, about 17 million people 
passed through the island.  

Angel Island 

Angel Island Immigration Station was an immigration station located in San Francisco Bay 
which operated from 1910 to 1940. The main difference between Ellis Island and Angel Island 
was that the majority of the immigrants that traveled through Angel Island were from Asian 
countries, such as China, Japan, and India. The facility was created to monitor the flow of 
Chinese immigrants entering the country after the implementation of the Chinese Exclusion Act 
in 1882. 

 



1. Where did the majority of immigrants come from prior to 1890?  

 

2. Where did the majority of immigrants come from between 1890 and 1920?  

 

3. True or False?  
Immigrants prior to 1890 usually spoke some english when coming to America 
and adjusted to life easily.  

 

4. Who was considered a “New Immigrant”?  

 

5. What is a push factor? List two examples.  

 

6. What is a pull factor? List three examples. 

 

7. What was the busiest immigration center between 1892 and 1924 and where 
was it located? 

 

8. How many people passed through Ellis Island while it was open?  

 

9. Where is Angel Island? 

 

10.What was the main difference between Ellis and Angel Island?  

 


