How The United States Made The World
Largest Immigrant Detention System

Immigration has always been a contentious topic in the United States. Over the
years, the country has seen waves of immigrants, each contributing to the rich
diversity that characterizes America. However, behind this melting pot image lies
a darker reality - the United States now holds the title for the world's largest

immigrant detention system.

The Origins of the Immigrant Detention System

The roots of the United States' immigrant detention system can be traced back to
the late 19th century. As the country experienced a surge in immigration,

lawmakers sought ways to regulate and control the flow of newcomers. The
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Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 marked the beginning of restrictive immigration

policies, which paved the way for the establishment of detention facilities.
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At first, detention centers were primarily used to quarantine individuals suspected

of carrying contagious diseases. Over time, these facilities evolved into a tool for

enforcing immigration laws and detaining individuals considered "undesirable" or

those who violated immigration regulations.

The Expansion of Detention Facilities

As immigration continued to rise in the 20th century, the United States

government expanded its detention system to accommodate the increasing

number of individuals in custody. During World War I, the government opened

Ellis Island Immigration Station, which became a central processing and

detention center. Following the end of the war, the station experienced a decline

in use but remained in operation until 1954.
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With the of stricter immigration policies such as the Immigration and Nationality
Act of 1965, the number of individuals held in detention grew significantly. The
Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) saw a surge in detentions, forcing

the agency to establish additional facilities across the country.

The Modern Immigrant Detention System

The establishment of the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) in 2003
marked a new era for the United States' immigrant detention system. Under the
umbrella of the DHS, Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) was created,
becoming responsible for the detention and removal of individuals violating

immigration laws.

Since its inception, ICE has faced criticism and controversy for its enforcement
practices. The use of privately run detention centers, questionable conditions,
and the separation of families have drawn national and international attention.
These issues have sparked debates regarding the efficacy and morality of the

United States' approach to immigrant detention.

Challenges and Reform

The sheer scale of the immigrant detention system poses significant challenges.
Overcrowded facilities, prolonged detentions, and limited access to legal

representation are among the issues that have drawn scrutiny. Critics argue that
the system can perpetuate a cycle of trauma and deter individuals from seeking

asylum or pursuing legal channels for immigration.

In recent years, there have been calls for reform. Advocacy groups and
lawmakers are pushing for alternatives to detention, such as community-based

programs and increased access to legal resources. The issue has also gained



attention during public debates on immigration policy, with a growing consensus

that the current system is in need of significant changes.

The United States' path to becoming the world's largest immigrant detention
system is rooted in its history of immigration and evolving policies. What started
as a means to control the influx of newcomers has transformed into a complex
system that raises questions about humanitarian treatment, due process, and the

fundamental values of the nation.

If the United States wishes to address its immigrant detention system, it must
confront these challenges head-on and work towards comprehensive reform that
balances both border control and the values of inclusivity and compassion that

have defined the country for centuries.
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Stories of non-US citizens caught in the jaws of the immigration bureaucracy and
subject to indefinite detention are in the headlines daily. These men, women, and

children remain almost completely without rights, unprotected by law and the
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Constitution, and their status as outsiders, even though many of have lived and
worked in this country for years, has left them vulnerable to the most extreme
forms of state power. Although the rhetoric surrounding these individuals is
extreme, the US government has been locking up immigrants since the late
nineteenth century, often for indefinite periods and with limited ability to challenge

their confinement.

Forever Prisoners offers the first broad history of immigrant detention in the
United States. Elliott Young focuses on five stories, including Chinese detained
off the coast of Washington in the late 1880s, an "insane" Russian-Brazilian Jew
caught on a ship shuttling between New York and South America during World
War |, Japanese Peruvians kidnapped and locked up in a Texas jail during World
War ll, a prison uprising by Mariel Cuban refugees in 1987, and a Salvadoran
mother who grew up in the United States and has spent years incarcerated while
fighting deportation. Young shows how foreigners have been caged not just for
immigration violations, but also held in state and federal prisons for criminal
offenses, in insane asylums for mental iliness, as enemy aliens in INS facilities,
and in refugee camps. Since the 1980s, the conflation of criminality with
undocumented migrants has given rise to the most extensive system of immigrant
incarceration in the nation's history. Today over half a million immigrants are
caged each year, some serving indefinite terms in what has become the world's
most extensive immigrant detention system. And yet, Young finds, the rate of all
forms of incarceration for immigrants was as high in the early twentieth century as

it is today, demonstrating a return to past carceral practices.

Providing critical historical context for today's news cycle, Forever Prisoners
focuses on the sites of limbo where America's immigration population have been

and continue to be held.
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