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Preface to the 2002 Edition

The original preface to Strangers in the Land summed up its 
aims and scope as follows:

This book attempts a general history of the anti-foreign spirit 
that I have defined as nativism. It tries to show how American 
nativism evolved its own distinctive patterns, how it has ebbed 
and flowed under the pressure of successive impulses in Ameri
can history, how it has fared at every social level and in every 
section where it left a mark, and how it has passed into action. 
Fundamentally, this remains a study of public opinion, but I 
have sought to follow the movement of opinion wherever it led, 
relating it to political pressures, social organization, economic 
changes, and intellectual interests.

This is not, therefore, a book about crackpots, though there 
are crackpots in it; it deals with the American people. Nativism 
as a habit of mind illuminates darkly some of the large contours 
of the American past; it has mirrored our anxieties and marked 
out the bounds of our tolerance.

The preface specified further that I was concentrating on the 
hostilities of American nationalists toward European immigrants, 
who comprised the mainstream of newcomers throughout my cho
sen period and the preceding century.

Since that time, experience, scholarship, and historical perspec
tives have expanded greatly. Questions about the meaning and 
typicality of the period I had examined kept troubling me. Eventu
ally, an invitation to address a conference of experts on immigra
tion to the United States, sponsored by the Social Science Re
search Council, offered an opportunity to critique my own book. 
That reassessment, somewhat enhanced, appears as an epilogue 
in this printing of the Rutgers paperback edition. It supersedes
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XU PREFACE

an earlier afterword that looked back to critics and antecedents. 
The epilogue looks forward.

The text used here remains unchanged from 1988, when the 
Rutgers paperback added a few more corrections to those that 
Atheneum’s paperback edition made in 1963.

John Higham 
November 2001



And if a stranger sojourn with thee in your land, 
ye shall not vex him. But the stranger that dwelleth 
with you shall be unto you as one born among you, 
and thou shalt love him as thyself; for ye were 
strangers in the land of Egypt. . . .

—Leviticus, xix, 33-34



Strangers in the Land



Chemien One

Patterns in the Making

Providence has been pleased to give this one connected 
country to one united people—a people descended from the 
same ancestors, speaking the same language, professing the 
same religion, attached to the same principles of govern
ment, very similar in their manners and customs. . . .

—The Federalist

Nativism has been hard for historians to define. The word is dis
tinctively American, a product of a specific chain of events in east
ern American cities in the late 1830’s and early 1840’s. Yet it has 
a penumbra of meaning so broad and indefinite that sometimes it 
seems to refer to a perennial human experience. Does nativism con
sist only of the particular complex of attitudes dominant in the 
anti-foreign crusade of the mid-nineteenth century? Or does it ex
tend to every occasion when native inhabitants of a country turn 
their faces or raise their hands against strangers in their midst?

From the Garden of Eden to 1984, no age or society seems 
wholly free from unfavorable opinions on outsiders. Understood 
in such general terms, nativism would include every type and level 
of antipathy toward aliens, their institutions, and their ideas. Its 
beginnings in American history would date from the first Indian 
resistance to white intruders. This view, by reducing nativism to 
little more than a general ethnocentric habit of mind, blurs its his
torical significance. On the other hand, confining nativism to the 
special sort of movement prominent for a couple of decades in the 
middle of the nineteenth century is too narrow; the inner spirit of 
that movement has taken quite different guises at other times and 
places. The spirit of American nativism appeared long before the
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P A T T E R N S  I N  T H E  M A K I N G4
word was coined about 1840 and had its deepest impact long after 
the word had largely dropped out of common parlance.

Not the nativists themselves, apparently, but rather their critics 
attached the label to them. When anti-foreign parties arose in New 
York and other cities after 1835 and evolved gradually into the 
powerful “Know-Nothing” agitation of the 1850’s, opponents de
nounced the movement as bigoted nativism. Its champions, how
ever, preferred another designation. At first they called their or
ganizations Native American parties, then simply the American 
party. Their philosophy they described as Americanism. “The 
grand work of the American party,” proclaimed one of the Know- 
Nothing journals in 1855, “is the principle of nationality . . .  we 
must do something to protect and vindicate it. If we do not it will 
be destroyed.” 1

Here was the ideological core of nativism in every form. 
Whether the nativist was a workingman or a Protestant evangelist, 
a southern conservative or a northern reformer, he stood for a cer
tain kind of nationalism. He believed—whether he was trembling at 
a Catholic menace to American liberty, fearing an invasion of 
pauper labor, or simply rioting against the great English actor 
William Macready—that some influence originating abroad threat
ened the very life of the nation from within. Nativism, therefore, 
should be defined as intense opposition to an internal minority on 
the ground of its foreign (i.e., “un-American”) connections. Spe
cific nativistic antagonisms may, and do, vary widely in response 
to the changing character of minority irritants and the shifting 
conditions of the day; but through each separate hostility runs the 
connecting, energizing force of modern nationalism. While draw
ing on much broader cultural antipathies and ethnocentric judg
ments, nativism translates them into a zeal to destroy the enemies 
of a distinctively American way of life.

Continuous involvement in larger movements of American na
tionalism has meant that nativism usually rises and falls in some 
relation to other intense kinds of national feeling. The nationalist 
nexus has also meant that the nativist’s most characteristic com
plaint runs against the loyalty of some foreign (or allegedly for
eign) group. Seeing or suspecting a failure of assimilation, he fears 
disloyalty. Occasionally the charge of disloyalty may stand forth 
naked and unadorned, but usually it is colored and focused by a



persistent conception about what is un-American. In other words, 
nativistic agitation had tended to follow certain stylized themes. 
Three of these themes stand out as main currents in American na- 
tivism, each with a separate history reaching back before the Civil 
War.

By far the oldest and—in early America—the most powerful of 
the anti-foreign traditions came out of the shock of the Reforma
tion. Protestant hatred of Rome played so large a part in pre-Civil 
War nativist thinking that historians have sometimes regarded na- 
tivism and anti-Catholicism as more or less synonymous.2 This 
identification, by oversimplifying two complex ideas, does little 
justice to either. Many social and religious factors, some of them 
nativistic only in a very indirect sense, have contributed power
fully to anti-Catholic feeling. It has drawn heavily, for example, 
from the very beginning of the Reformation on a conception of 
popery as steeped in moral depravity. Generation after generation 
of Protestant zealots have repeated the apocalyptic references of 
the early religious reformers to the Whore of Babylon, the Scarlet 
Woman, the Man of Sin, to which they have added tales of lasciv
ious priests and debauched nuns. On a rational level, too, the clash 
of faiths has cut deeply. One must expect some measure of tension 
to survive all adjustments between them, increasing or diminishing 
in proportion to the force with which Protestant and Catholic as
sert historic claims. Anti-Catholicism has become truly nativistic, 
however, and has reached maximum intensity, only when the 
Church’s adherents seemed dangerously foreign agents in the na
tional life.

Although modern nationalism was in its infancy in the sixteenth 
century, the Protestant revolt exhibited a vaguely patriotic tinge 
from the time Martin Luther first rallied the German princes 
against the Church of Rome. In England, particularly, hatred of 
Catholicism entered into an emerging national consciousness. The 
English in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were struggling 
more or less continuously against rival Catholic powers or their 
own pro-Catholic monarchs. The Roman pontiff loomed in Eng
lish eyes as the great foreign tyrant, menacing the nation and 
its constitution; his followers had the aspect of a fifth column. By 
1679 Titus Oates could plunge the whole kingdom into hysteria 
with crazy charges of a subversive Catholic conspiracy.

P A T T E R N S  I N  T H E  M A K I N G  5
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Carried across the Atlantic, the anti-Catholic heritage formed 
an important element in colonial loyalties and, with the rise of an 
American nationalism, affected that in turn. The tradition acquired 
a very real local significance in the New World, for the English 
colonies were wedged between two hostile Catholic empires, 
France and Spain. Consequently a militant Protestantism deeply 
colored the American national feeling stimulated by the French 
and Indian War. Then the American Revolution, accompanied by 
a growing religious toleration and secular democracy, largely sus
pended the wars of the godly.3 But anti-Catholic xenophobia by no 
means disappeared. Although recessive, it remained an important 
counterpoise to more generous ideals of nationality.

For two principal reasons an undercurrent of Protestant na- 
tivism persisted into the new democratic America and revived in 
the second quarter of the nineteenth century. One reason lay in 
the character of American institutions. Catholic traditions contin
ued to look dangerously un-American partly because they did not 
harmonize easily with the concept of individual freedom imbedded 
in the national culture. Americans regarded political liberty as 
their chief national attribute and supreme achievement. Observing 
the authoritarian organization of the Catholic Church and its cus
tomary association with feudal or monarchical governments, they 
were tempted to view American liberty and European popery as 
irreconcilable.

Secondly, a fresh Catholic challenge to American institutions 
emerged. The Catholic empires that had seemed to block national 
aspirations in the eighteenth century had given way; but in their 
place the nineteenth century brought a flood of Catholic immi
grants. Nativists, charged with the Protestant evangelical fervor 
of the day, considered the immigrants minions of the Roman des
pot, dispatched here to subvert American institutions. (Indeed, the 
most excited patriots detected a vast European plot headed by the 
Pope.) Surely such creatures were unfit for citizenship. Anti- 
Catholic nativism, aiming at stiff naturalization laws and exclusion 
of Catholics and foreigners from public office, completely over
shadowed every other nativist tradition.

By themselves, however, these factors were apparently not 
enough to make the “No-Popery” agitation a major force in na
tional affairs. It became such only when sectional strife produced
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a general crisis in American society in the 1850’s. With the old 
parties dissolving and the bonds of national unity strained to the 
breaking-point, the American party offered a way of champion
ing national homogeneity. Its strength reached a climax in 1855, 
when it elected six governors on a platform that subordinated the 
foreign peril to a simple appeal for maintaining the Union by de
veloping “a sentiment of profoundly intense American feeling.” 4 
But the division between North and South, which nativists endeav
ored to submerge, soon submerged nativism. The anti-foreign cru
sade could not prevail against sectional forces which were them
selves evolving into overriding loyalties. Northern nativists rallied 
to the northern nationalism of Abraham Lincoln; southern nativists 
submitted to a new southern nationalism.

A second nativist tradition, much less prominent in the 1850’s 
than anti-Catholicism, went back a half-century before. From the 
i79o’s, a fear of foreign radicals had lurked in the corners of the 
American mind. While agitated Protestants regarded the immi
grant as yoked to religious despotism, timid conservatives sometimes 
found him prone to political revolution. Despite inconsistencies 
between the two charges of submissiveness to tyranny and aban
donment to discontent, anti-Catholic and anti-radical nativism 
agreed in a cardinal assumption: the European’s disloyalty strikes 
directly at republican freedom.

For a long time it was hard for Americans to view revolution in 
a very ominous light. Their own origins as a nation rested in it; 
their Declaration of Independence celebrated it. On the whole, 
American opinion applauded the liberal revolutions occurring in 
Europe and Latin America in the eighteenth and nineteenth cen
turies. Refugee radicals not infrequently received a hero’s welcome 
in the home of the oppressed. Still, another attitude toward revo
lutionists was possible, even at an early date. In contrast to similar 
upheavals in other lands, the American Revolution had involved 
relatively little political or social transformation; its leaders aimed 
at perfecting an existing society, not at building a new one on its 
ruins.5 In retrospect, the spirit of ’76 could appear even more sober 
than it was, and vastly different from the temper of foreign revo
lutions. And since the flexibility of American institutions has con
tinued to discourage extreme dissent, America’s most uncompro
mising radicals have in fact come from abroad. This persistent con-
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trast between a generally hopeful psychology of mobility in Amer
ica and the more desperate politics born in class-ridden Europe has 
fostered the belief that violent and sweeping opposition to the 
status quo is characteristically European and profoundly un-Amer
ican, Thus, anti-radical movements in America, like anti-Catholic 
ones, have had a singular propensity to assume a nationalistic form.

Anti-radical nativism crystallized at the end of the eighteenth 
century under the impact of the French Revolution. In 1798 the 
United States faced both an internal and an external crisis com
parable in some ways to the sectional split of the 1850’s. Interna
tionally the country was heading toward war with revolutionary 
France. At home a “factious” opposition, brandishing French slo
gans, was organizing against the Federalist gentlemen who had uni
fied the new nation. Sober Federalists quailed at the ardent sym
pathy the Jeffersonian party showed toward French democracy; 
for the intellectual ties between Jeffersonian and Jacobin simply 
confirmed a fundamental Federalist conviction that democracy was 
a subversive, revolutionary idea. Furthermore, the ruling gentle
men noted grimly the internal support their opponents received 
from English, French, and Irish immigrants. Pessimists at heart, the 
Federalists concluded that Europe’s disorders might swiftly over
whelm the new world.6 In their hysterical determination to check 
foreign radicalism and native dissent, they proceeded to enact the 
notorious Alien and Sedition Acts.

By 1800 the war crisis had passed; and at home the triumph of 
Jeffersonian democracy largely dispelled both conservative pes
simism and anti-radical nativism. The passing of Federalist gloom 
left the American people convinced of their invulnerability to the 
social ills of the Old World. For many decades confidence in the 
stability of American institutions and in their appeal to all man
kind quieted nationalistic fears of revolution. But occasional doubts 
lingered in conservative circles. Perhaps people bred under oppres
sion lack self-reliance and self-restraint; in America they may con
fuse equal rights with “voluptuous license.” Perhaps a man dis
contented in his own country will have no settled principles or 
loyalty at all.7 The coming of the German Forty-Eighters rekin
dled the flickering suspicions. These refugees from revolution, 
among them the founders of a Marxist movement in America, 
brought a whole grab-bag of unorthodox ideas. Especially in the



South, where German opposition to slavery caused alarm, and in 
the Midwest, where German settlement concentrated, the xeno
phobia of the 1850’s included anxiety over the threat of immigrant 
radicals to American institutions.8

The anti-radical and anti-Catholic traditions had, on the surface, 
a negative character that sets them apart from a third and more 
recent style of nativist thinking. The first two traditions declared 
what America was not, more clearly than what it was or should 
be; they aimed from the outset to define the nation’s enemies 
rather than its essence. Racial nativism, on the other hand, began 
the other way around. Originally and basically, what may be called 
the Anglo-Saxon tradition characterized the in-group directly, the 
alien forces only by implication. The concept that the United 
States belongs in some special sense to the Anglo-Saxon “race” 
offered an interpretation of the source of national greatness. The 
idea crystallized in the early nineteenth century as a way of defin
ing American nationality in a positive sense, not as a formula of 
attack on outsiders. Thus it affected American nationalism long 
before it became a factor in American nativism. Despite the in
herently parochial bias involved in pointing to a single, limited 
source of nationhood, Anglo-Saxonism gave only the slightest ink
ling of its nativistic potentialities until the late nineteenth century.

By one of the manifold ironies of intellectual history, the Anglo- 
Saxon tradition began as a liberal doctrine: an idea that ended as a 
slogan for reaction arose as a call for freedom. By another irony, 
the Americans who attributed the uniqueness and distinction of 
their nation to the Anglo-Saxon race were simply echoing the prior 
claims of the English. Proud appeals to Anglo-Saxon origins and 
ancestors came into vogue in England in the seventeenth and eight
eenth centuries among the champions of Parliament. In opposition 
to royal absolutism, the Parliamentarians sought precedents and 
roots for English liberty in the ancient institutions and tempera
ment of the country before the Norman conquest. Relying on 
Tacitus’ vivid picture of the Germanic barbarians and on other 
early texts, the Parliamentarians traced England’s freedom-loving 
heritage to the “Goths,” a collective designation for Angles, Sax
ons, Jutes, and the other primitive tribes that invaded the Roman 
Empire.

Like the parallel exaltation of Frankish and Gallic forebears in

P A T T E R N S  I N  T H E  M A K I N G  9



France, the Gothic vogue had little nationalistic significance until 
inflated by the romantic ferment of the early nineteenth century. 
Romantic writers and scholars, rebelling against the uniformitarian 
outlook of the Enlightenment, loved the diversity and the organic 
inwardness of all forms of life; to them a nation fulfilled itself 
through the endogenous forces within its own language and his
tory. Thus the romantics sought in the mists of an early medieval 
(or “Gothic”) past the indestructible core not only of their po
litical institutions but of their whole national character.9 The cir
cle of ancestral distinction tended to narrow to the Anglo-Saxons, 
who emerged as the finest offshoot of the Teutonic branch of the 
Goths; and Englishmen discovered that they owed their national 
genius to this supposedly unitary racial source.

In England the fountainhead of the new racial nationalism was 
Sharon Turner’s very popular History of the Anglo-Saxons (1799- 
1805), and in American thought the idea received its first consid
erable impetus from the appearance of a Philadelphia edition of 
Turner’s two-volume work in 1841. As the tradition passed into 
American hands, it preserved its early libertarian emphasis. Al
though it now ministered to the national ego instead of implement
ing a constitutional controversy, this romantic cult still stressed, 
as the supreme Anglo-Saxon virtue, a gift for political freedom. In 
the Anglo-Saxons, or perhaps the Teutons, had been implanted a 
unique capacity for self-government and a special mission to spread 
its blessings.10

In popular thought and emotion, this idea found an initial out
let not among nativists but among expansionists. Many an Amer
ican, during the annexation of Texas and California, saw himself 
in the role of his conquering ancestors, executing a racial mandate 
to enlarge the area of freedom. The penny press roared that the 
Anglo-Saxon impulse would carry the American flag throughout 
the continent; whereas those who detested the expansionist move
ment, like James Russell Lowell, excoriated Anglo-Saxonism as a 
hypocritical mask for aggression.11 Nativists, on the other hand, 
touched on this idea only very rarely and very lightly. Horace 
Bushnell, as early as 1837, had cautioned the Americans to protect 
their noble Saxon blood against the miscellaneous tide of immigra
tion, and in the 1850’s there were occasional suggestions that a 
Celtic flood might swamp America’s distinctive Anglo-Saxon
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traits.12 But on the whole, racial nationalists proclaimed an un
qualified confidence in the American destiny. Sometimes they ex
plicitly averred that the Anglo-Saxon would always retain pre
dominance over all comers.13

It is significant that the very concept of race had not yet at
tained its later fixity and definiteness. Racial nationalism, having 
arisen out of political and literary speculation, not out of scien
tific inquiry, displayed a characteristic vagueness. In the sense in 
which nationalists used the word, “race” often meant little more 
than national character. It usually suggested some sort of innate 
impulse, but, despite the growing biological interests of the nine
teenth century, this was understood as an ongoing spirit more 
than a physiological actuality. At best a minor strain in American 
thought before the Civil War, Anglo-Saxon nationalism then 
lacked both the intellectual and emotional pungency essential to a 
serious, nativistic appeal.

In addition to the special curbs on race-thinking, every nativist 
tendency in pre-Civil War America operated under powerful limi
tations. Only during the two great crises of the 1790’s and 1850’s 
did fear of foreign minorities strike deeply in many native hearts. 
Even then, wider, more inclusive ideals of nationality were stub
bornly defended and ultimately victorious. In general the Ameri
can people maintained a cocksure faith in themselves, in their 
boundless opportunities for improvement and acquisition, and in 
the self-perpetuating strength of their principles of freedom.

Nevertheless some of the major ideological outlines of American 
nativism had been established. The anti-Catholic, anti-radical, and 
Anglo-Saxon traditions had opened channels through which a large 
part of the xenophobia of the late nineteenth and twentieth cen
turies would flow. The content and dynamics of that later story 
would come from social, economic, and intellectual changes un
imagined in the days of the Know-Nothings. But the basic patterns 
were there.
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The Age of Confidence

[She] gathers the chosen of her seed 
From the hunted of every crown and creed.

43* # #
Fused in her candid light,

To one strong race all races here unite.
—Bayard Taylor, “Centennial Ode”

Faugh a Ballagh/ The Gaelic cry rang out through dense fog and 
gunsmoke as a wave of Union troops surged up the heights behind 
ruined Fredericksburg. In their midst floated a green flag bearing 
the golden harp of Ireland. For fifteen minutes Confederate can
non and muskets poured down volley after volley from impreg
nable positions a few paces away. At the end of the carnage two- 
thirds of General Thomas Meagher’s Irish Brigade were left crum
pled on the field.1

About the same time, a little band of dispirited men came to
gether in New York City for the last recorded meeting of the 
Grand Executive Committee of the Order of United Americans. 
The largest of the nonpolitical nativistic associations, the O.U.A. 
had spread through sixteen states in the early 1850’s, trumpeting a 
message of hatred and fear of immigrants and Catholics. Now a de
moralized remnant could no longer pay its bills or secure a quorum 
at consolidated meetings.

One ended in glory while the other expired in neglect, but the 
death of Irishmen at the Battle of Fredericksburg and the death of 
the O.U.A. on the home front were connected and symptomatic. 
All over the country foreign-born Americans flocked to the colors.
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Five hundred thousand of them served in the Union armies alone, 
often organized in their own companies, regiments, and even divi
sions. Everywhere the anti-foreign movement of prewar years 
melted away. The very heart of Know-Nothingism, the American 
party, vanished in i860, its last surviving strength passing into the 
Constitutional Union party which stood for nothing but the pres
ervation of the nation. The Sons of America, once mighty in Penn
sylvania, succumbed when the war began. A mere fragment of the 
Order of United American Mechanics remained in existence.2 The 
war completed the ruin of organized nativism by absorbing xéno
phobes and immigrants in a common cause. Now the foreigner 
had a new prestige; he was a comrade-at-arms. The clash that 
alienated sections reconciled their component nationalities.

While quieting old anxieties, the war raised new ones; but in 
only two special instances did these concern foreign groups. The 
fearful draft riots that rocked New York for four days in 1863 
arose principally from the discontents of the city’s Irish working 
class. The convulsion was widely interpreted as a disloyal Irish 
conspiracy inspired by Confederate agents. Out of the horror that 
the rioting produced, came an effort to revive the Know-Nothing 
movement, but it passed swiftly and without consequence.3 Alto
gether, the nativistic repercussions of the event were slight in com
parison to the provocation.

Suspicions of disloyalty also touched the Jews during the war 
years. Too small a group to contribute noticeably to the armed 
forces, they had only recently won prominence in America as re
tail merchants and clothing manufacturers. At a time when war 
profiteering was rife and traders of all sorts were swarming through 
Union lines to smuggle and speculate in southern cotton, the Jews 
were often singled out for exploiting the war effort. In 1862 Gen
eral U. S. Grant curtly ordered every Jew expelled from his mili
tary jurisdiction—an act that may stand as the principal nativistic 
incident of the war years.4 Three weeks later, on instructions from 
Lincoln, the order was revoked.

These ripples of distrust were slight compared to the storm of 
hatred which lashed anti-war groups of native background. The 
great fear of an internal menace in the North concerned homespun 
Copperheads. Mob attacks on anti-war newspapers and even an 
occasional lynching of a suspected secessionist replaced the nativis-
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tic riots of the 1850’s. One patriotic citizen of Illinois described 
her Copperhead neighbors as “worse then the meanest thing a 
person can think of . . . Threatening what they will Do with 
Women Murdering Them if They can get a Chance . . . Oh 
they are to lowlife to let walk on gods Green Earth.” 5 While 
nativism withered, nationalism flourished.

In addition to the psychological bonds of a common enmity, the 
war forged between American ethnic groups the ties of a common 
economic need. Foreign-born civilians served the Union cause be
hind the lines in as important a way as foreign-born soldiers at the 
front. From the depopulated farms and straining factories of the 
North came clamorous demands for immigrant labor. In 1864 Con
gress revived an eighteenth century technique for stimulating the 
flow of fresh European manpower. A contract labor law author
ized employers to pay the passage and bind the services of pros
pective migrants.6

Postwar America Beckons

The statute did not long outlive the war that produced it, but 
the population hunger behind it grew more imperious than ever in 
the following years. The immigrant might not have retained his 
wartime laurels for long if his peacetime services had not loomed 
so large. As it was, the Civil War inaugurated an era of immense 
industrial, agricultural, and geographical expansion, in which the 
hundreds of thousands of annual arrivals from across the Atlantic 
seemed a national blessing. For two decades after Appomattox the 
summons to enrichment and opportunity smothered any serious 
nativist challenge. As the Civil War drew to a close, the Chicago 
Tribune sounded a jubilant keynote for the era ahead: “Europe 
will open her gates like a conquered city. Her people will come 
forth to us subdued by admiration of our glory and envy of our 
perfect peace. On to the Rocky Mountains and still over to the 
Pacific our mighty populations will spread. . . . Our thirty mil
lions will be tripled in thirty years.” 7 If the country did not quite 
live up to the Tribune’s grandiose statistics, for twenty of those 
thirty years it echoed the paper’s confident welcome.

Transatlantic migration was resumed in force when the war 
ended, and the throngs who came found the way prepared and a
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place awaiting them. Better transportation greatly shortened and 
tempered the rigors of the Atlantic crossing; for in the 1860’s 
steamships replaced the old sailing vessels as carriers of human 
cargo.8 Once arrived, immigrants usually moved into a pattern of 
settlement created by earlier compatriots. In i860 the proportion 
of foreign-born to the total population of the United States was 
already about what it would remain through 1920, and most of the 
immigrants were concentrated in urban areas. Indeed, the twenty- 
five principal cities had a higher percentage of foreign-born resi
dents in i860 than they have had since.9

Nor did very notable changes occur, until the i88o’s, in the 
nationalities  ̂involved or in their regional distribution. German im
migration held the leading position it had attained in the late fif
ties, and it continued to pour chiefly into the Middle West, draw
ing increasing numbers of Bohemians and a scattering of Poles in 
its wake. British immigration (English, Scotch, and Welsh) rose 
to second place among the transatlantic currents. As skilled crafts
men, farmers, miners, and white-collar workers, the British dif
fused themselves more evenly throughout the country than any 
other group. Irish immigrants, although now less numerous than 
Germans or British, still came in large numbers. Now, as before 
the Civil War, Irishmen concentrated in the northeastern states. 
There they did most of the common labor and found increasing 
opportunities as industrial workers, though mining attracted many 
to the Far West.10 Two other groups also sprang into prominence 
in the war and postwar years. Scandinavians, having established 
themselves in the prairies of the upper Mississippi Valley two 
decades before, began to migrate in great numbers in the 1860’s. 
Unlike other nationalities, they avoided the cities for the most part, 
spreading instead westward across the plains. Meanwhile French 
Canadians, pulled southward by the Civil War, flocked to the mill 
towns of New England to compete with the Irish.11 Thus, by 
1865, each nationality was vaguely familiar in the region that re
ceived it, and each had familiar tasks.

The fact that an earlier generation had cleared the paths they 
trod undoubtedly eased the immigrants’ reception, but the basic 
condition of their popularity was the appetite for material growth 
and achievement that dominated postwar America. With only mar
ginal dissent, the “Gilded Age” that Mark Twain satirized and



adored, the “Chromo Civilization” that E. L. Godkin criticized 
and defended, gave itself over to avid dreams of wealth. The head
long growth of business made the city, the machine, and the capi
talist the controlling forces in American culture. The expansion 
of the railroad system, particularly, quickened the whole economy, 
opening up vast natural resources and creating a national market 
capable of absorbing them. The very real economic exploits of the 
age underwrote its booster spirit. There seemed no end to what the 
country could produce with men enough to do the work and to 
buy the results. The immigrants served both ways. And business 
leaders, marveling that population growth kept pace with eco
nomic opportunities, saw in the flow of immigration the workings 
of one of the grand laws of nature.12

Many businessmen, unwilling to leave matters entirely in the 
hands of a beneficent fate, actively expedited the immigrant traf
fic. Here the railroads played a key role, as they did throughout 
the economy. Railroads that pushed boldly into the empty West 
had a wilderness to settle. They needed immigrants not just for 
construction but to buy the great railroad land grants and to in
sure future revenues. Following the example set by the Illinois 
Central in the 1850*5, the Burlington, the Northern Pacific, and 
other lines sent agents to blanket northern Europe with alluring 
propaganda. Other real estate interests sometimes organized simi
lar campaigns. “The real estate owners” said the head of a group 
of speculators planning to advertise in Europe, uare the parties 
who make money out of immigrants immediately on their ar
rival.” 13

Nearly everyone who had something to sell or something to 
produce hoped to make money out of immigrants. Merchants 
looked to immigration for a growing supply of customers, and or
ganized in various localities to attract it. In the early eighties, the 
Immigration Association of California, formed by members of the 
San Francisco Board of Trade, established hundreds of contacts 
with agents in Europe.14 Mining enterprises from Pennsylvania to 
the Rockies were chiefly dependent on foreign-born labor; manu
facturing was only somewhat less so. By 1870 about one out of 
every three employees in manufacturing and mechanical industries 
was an immigrant—a proportion which remained constant until the 
i92o*s.15 New England factory owners actively recruited labor in
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French Canada, and others may have done the same in Europe. 
Even in 1882, when immigration reached its highest point in the 
nineteenth century, the Commercial and Financial Chronicle 
greeted it as a foundation for unparalleled business expansion.16

The general public shared the businessman’s inclination to eval
uate the newcomers in tangibly economic terms. There were elab
orate calculations (how characteristic of the Gilded Age! ) putting 
a price tag on immigrants in order to fix their per capita contribu
tion to national wealth. Statisticians of the United States Treasury 
Department settled upon $800 as the average monetary value of 
an immigrant. Amateur mathematicians showed less restraint. One 
valued immigrants at $1,000 apiece on the ground that each was 
worth twice as much as an ante-bellum slave. Andrew Carnegie 
raised the estimate to $ 1,50o.17 In a generation of exuberant ma
terialism and expansive confidence, the figure of the immigrant 
seemed truly touched with gold.

The federal government smiled on the transatlantic influx and 
for a time toyed with schemes to assist it. The Republican party in 
1868 and 1872 promised to continue to encourage immigration, as 
it had done during the Civil War, but after the repeal of the con
tract labor law in 1868 the customary laissez faire policy again pre
vailed.18 In 1874 Congress nearly abandoned its traditional opposi
tion to special privileges for immigrant groups when it appeared 
that thousands of Mennonites might go to Canada instead of the 
United States unless a great block of public lands was set aside for 
them. Some Congressmen objected to offering any group “a sep
arate right to compact themselves as an exclusive community,” 
whereupon three western states held out the enticement of ex
emption from militia service. (Most of the Mennonites came.)19 
Thus, in the end, official promotion of immigration was left to the 
states.

The demand for immigrants was most widespread and intense 
outside the densely populated states of the Northeast; in the West 
and South, virtually every state appointed agents or boards of im
migration to lure new settlers from overseas. Michigan began the 
practice in 1845. By the end of the Civil War the northwestern 
states were competing with each other for Europeans to people 
their vacant lands and develop their economies. Then the South 
joined in, hoping to divert part of the current in its direction in

T H E  AGE OF C O N F I D E N C E  17



order to restore shattered commonwealths and replace emancipated 
Negroes. In the 1860’s and 1870’s, at least twenty-five out of the 
thirty-eight states took official action to promote immigration. 
South Carolina, in its desperation, added the inducement of a five- 
year tax exemption on all real estate bought by immigrants.20

Although economic incentives obviously fired the national lust 
for population, they alone do not explain it. If opportunities for 
immediate profit had formed a sufficient basis for a receptive atti
tude toward foreign groups, the long, searing depression of 1873- 
1877 would surely have killed such sympathies and desires. Ac
tually, the campaign to stimulate European immigration slackened 
during the depression without by any means dying out. Hard times 
contributed powerfully to an exclusionist movement against the 
Chinese but did not substantially affect the status of the Euro
pean. Two other conditions sustained the reign of confidence 
when the economy sagged. Of utmost significance was the sur
vival in public opinion of a general, undaunted indifference to 
America’s accumulating social problems. This complacent mood 
contrasted sharply with the spirit of ferment, unrest, and reform 
in the Know-Nothing era. Then the slavery crisis had brought to 
a head a multitude of discontents and dissatisfactions with the status 
quo. Reformers balked in their purposes had turned upon Catholics 
and foreigners as the “real” obstacles to progress; frightened con
servatives had found in alien influence the “true” explanation of 
social discord.21 Now, however, there was no domestic cleavage 
deep enough to produce comparable anxieties and no nation-wide 
agitation to awaken the sleeping conscience of society. Untroubled 
by doubts of the success of their own institutions, Americans saw 
little reason to fear the influence of foreigners upon them. Confi
dence in the country’s economic vitality extended, by and large, to 
its whole social order.

Certainly there was much in American life to justify uneasiness: 
corruption, peculation, undisciplined wealth, rural blight, and ur
ban squalor on perhaps an unprecedented scale. But the only or
ganized, sustained protest—that of farmers in conflict with the rail
roads—failed to shake the general public or to touch on problems 
related to immigration. This was a day when complacency ruled 
college and pulpit, when labor remained largely unorganized and 
politicians largely undisturbed. An occasional exception may help
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to prove the rule. At the end of the 1860’s, the extortions of the 
Tweed Ring in New York City, supported to a considerable de
gree by Irish votes, aroused an outraged middle-class opposition. 
In the process, leading civic reformers struck a good many nativis- 
tic blows at “the rule of the uncultivated Irish Catholics.” For a 
time the crusading cartoonist, Thomas Nast, flayed the Catholic 
Church, the Irish, and Tweed with equal fury.22 After the Boss’s 
ouster, however, reform subsided. It was sporadic throughout the 
period, and in general New Yorkers seemed to accept the increas
ing power of the Irish in municipal politics with apathy.23

If indifference to domestic problems saved the foreign-born from 
some lines of attack, indifference to international problems saved 
them from others. Conflict between nations is, of course, a fruitful 
source of nativism when an internal minority is somehow con
nected with the hostile power. The first great wave of Ameri
can nativism, in 1798, grew in large measure out of the internali
zation of an undeclared war with France; for much of the immi
grant population on that occasion appeared pro-French.

In the period after the Civil War, however, the United States 
probably felt more secure from interference by European powers 
than it did at any other time. Isolation was a fact more than a 
theory. “Surrounded as we are, by two mighty oceans,” said an 
ardent nationalist, “our Republic can never fall, as others have, 
by a foreign foe.” 24 Comforted by knowledge of its military se
curity, the country tolerated Irish Fenian activities which would 
certainly have provoked a good deal of tension in other contexts. 
With impunity, Americans indulged their own Anglophobia and 
allowed Irish-Americans to do the same in more violent ways. For 
five years the Fenians, without arousing significant resentment, at
tacked Canada from American territory, organized revolts in Ire
land, and tried to incite war with Britain.25 Untroubled by danger
ous adversaries abroad, the United States could work out its own 
group relations in isolated safety.

Cosmopolitan Traditions

There was nothing new about the positive response of postwar 
America to European-born minorities. The conditions of the period 
—economic opportunity, social stability, and international security
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—did not create but merely sustained and perpetuated a set of 
broadly tolerant attitudes. Over the centuries, America had devel
oped a fluid, variegated culture by incorporating alien peoples into 
its midst, and the experience had fixed in American thought a faith 
in the nation’s capacity for assimilation. This faith, carrying with 
it a sense of the foreigner’s essential identification with American 
life, expressed itself in a type of nationalism that had long offset 
and outweighed the defensive spirit of nativism. A cosmopolitan 
and democratic ideal of nationality made assimilation plausible to 
Americans, and the immediate situation made it possible.

“E pluribus unum” expressed the essence of America’s cosmo
politan faith—a conviction that this new land would bring unity 
out of diversity as a matter of course. Intellectually, this conviction 
was rooted in Christian and democratic values. Along with the 
parochialisms, the fanaticisms, and the xenophobias that Christian
ity has nourished, it has had another, perhaps more important, side. 
The ancient Christian doctrine of the brotherhood of man pro
claimed the ultimate similarities between all peoples and their ca
pacity for dwelling together in unity. The democratic values en
shrined in the Declaration of Independence postulated an equal 
opportunity for all to share in the fullness of American life. Both 
Christian universalism and democratic equalitarianism had with
stood the nativist ferment of the ante-bellum period. Both had vi
talized George W. Julian’s fiery condemnation: “Know Nothing- 
ism . . . tramples down the doctrine of human brotherhood. It 
judges men by the accidents of their condition, instead of striving 
to find a common lot for all, with a common access to the blessings 
of life.” 26

The twin ideals of a common humanity and of equal rights con
tinued in the 1870’s and 1880’s to foster faith in assimilation. Tem
porarily the tasks of postwar reconstruction even widened assimila
tionist ideals; for the Radical Republicans’ effort to redeem the 
southern Negro, to draw him within the pale of the state, and to 
weld the two races into a homogeneous nationality discouraged 
emphasis on basic human differences. To James Russell Lowell, for 
example, just and equal treatment of black men meant simply an 
enlargement of the Christian mission which the United States had 
long performed in bringing together the peoples of all nations in 
a common manhood. And Elisha Mulford, philosopher of Recon-
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struction, argued that the nation “is inclusive of the whole people.
. . . There is no difference of wealth, or race, or physical condi
tion, that can be made the ground of exclusion from it.” 27

Out of such assumptions, Americans fashioned an image of them
selves as an inclusive nationality, at once diverse and homogeneous, 
ever improving as it assimilated many types of men into a unified, 
superior people. According to this long and widely respected view, 
the Americans derived some of their very distinctiveness as a na
tionality from the process of amalgamation. “We are the Romans 
of the modern world,” boasted Oliver Wendell Holmes, “the great 
assimilating people.” 28 The boast went back at least to the Revo
lutionary period, when the founders of the American nation needed 
to distinguish their own national character from that of the mother 
country. The French observer Crèvecoeur phrased the classic defi
nition: the American is a “new man,” risen out of a blend of a 
half-dozen lesser peoples. No exclusive group could possibly com
bine the many excellences which America received from its varied 
origins.

In short, American nationality was emerging from a melting pot 
that functioned automatically. Few in the nineteenth century used 
the metaphor, but many shared the idea. De W itt Clinton, Ralph 
Waldo Emerson, and Walt Whitman all glorified the fusion, 
through immigration, of a mixed and still developing people. Her
man Melville gave this cosmopolitan belief its noblest expression: 
“We are the heirs of all time, and with all nations we divide our 
inheritance. On this Western Hemisphere all tribes and peoples are 
forming into one federated whole; and there is a future which shall 
see the estranged children of Adam restored as to the old hearth
stone in [an American] Eden. . . . The seed is sown, and the har
vest must come.” 29

By mid-century, the concept of a mixed, assimilating nationality 
acquired a vaguely “racial” import: a mixed race has physical and 
moral qualities superior to one inbred, and in the United States the 
best intermingling has occurred. Thereafter, a host of intellectuals 
endorsed thé nationally invigorating results of racial mixture. The 
most popular preacher of the day, Henry Ward Beecher, consid
ered the cultural and religious peculiarities of the immigrants in
convenient but also inconsequential in comparison with their en
richment of American blood.30



Support came also from new philosophical and scientific en
thusiasms. English scientists, including Darwin himself, offered a 
compelling explanation for the success of the American melting 
pot, maintaining that migration functions as a process of natural 
selection, bringing the most energetic men from all parts of Eu
rope to the New World. Herbert Spencer, the great philosopher 
of evolution, provided direct confirmation. In a celebrated inter
view in 1882 he predicted from “biological truths” that immigra
tion and intermixture would produce here a finer, more adaptable 
type of man than the world had yet known.31

Spencer’s principal opponent, William T. Harris, reasoned from 
cultural rather than naturalistic grounds to the same conclusion. 
Hegelian dialectic led him to believe that a new synthesis of na
tionalities was forming in America, with universal toleration and 
sympathies. The process, he thought, was farthest advanced in the 
most cosmopolitan region, the Mississippi Valley. Ultimately, 
Frederick Jackson Turner’s frontier hypothesis would restate the 
notion in physiographical terms: “In the crucible of the frontier 
the immigrants were Americanized, liberated, and fused into a 
mixed race, English in neither nationality nor characteristics.” 32 
In one way or another, the age of confidence resounded with as
sertions that America’s “cosmopolitan character in the future is 
assured, [and] the peaceful blending of many nationalities has re
sulted in the ‘survival of the fittest.’ ” 33

Together with this ideal of nationality, the Americans embraced 
a similarly cosmopolitan interpretation of their national mission. 
One doctrine complemented the other. Patriots who rejoiced in 
the strength of a universal heritage expected their nation to per
form a universal service. Like the theory of nationality, the con
cept of a national mission fused Christian with democratic values 
in the heat of the American Revolution. In revolting from British 
authority, the colonists looked upon their bid for freedom as serv
ice to a world-wide cause. They were realizing—so they thought— 
the free, rational life of which Europe dreamed but which Europe 
denied. To fulfill their cosmopolitan task it behooved them to pro
vide for others a haven from Europe’s, oppressions. Thus Americans 
could enlist in the cause of general human liberty without actively 
intervening anywhere.

Tom Paine’s Common Sense struck the keynote in urging a
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declaration of independence. Not England, but all of Europe is 
America’s parent, he said, for the New World has sheltered free- 
dom-loving refugees from many countries. Since oppression is tri
umphing elsewhere, America must prepare an asylum for man
kind.34 Thereafter, the idea of America’s mission to provide a 
home for the oppressed became a cliche and an incantation. Like 
the theory of mixed nationality, it affirmed the superiority of the 
United States over Europe and the patriotic significance of a lib
eral immigration policy.

During the third quarter of the nineteenth century American 
sympathies for European revolutionists perceptibly diminished, but 
the theme of refuge from oppression still had a general appeal. An 
English visitor in 1866, gazing on New York’s rickety immigrant 
depot, commented, “Every true republican has in his heart the no
tion that his country is pointed out by God as a refuge for the 
distressed of all the nations.” Even the struggling xenophobic so
ciety, the United American Mechanics, felt compelled to acknowl
edge that it did not “forget that our land should be an asylum for 
the oppressed.” Nor did the business interests that profited from 
immigration fail to refer to America’s role in succoring the op-

35

But it was among the victims of oppression that the dream of an 
American refuge struck real fire. Significantly, a Je wish-American 
poet aroused by Russian pogroms to a consciousness of America’s 
mission put the asylum theory more eloquently than anyone else. 
When Emma Lazarus wrote in aid of a fund-raising campaign for 
the Statue of Liberty, the old ideal flashed through the condescend
ing humanitarianism of her phrases:

Give me your tired, your poor,
Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,
The wretched refuse of your teeming shore,
Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me,
I lift my lamp beside the golden door! 36

The Ethnocentric Residue

Yet the condescension was there too, along with the cosmopoli
tanism. Emma Lazarus’ image of the immigrants as “tempest-tost”
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and yearning to breathe free reflected one aspect of the spirit of 
her age; her picture of them as wretched refuse mirrored another. 
And the two were not incompatible. They dwelt together in 
poetry and in public opinion. From one point of view the immi
grants symbolized the force of freedom pulling men through a 
golden door. From another they looked poor and huddled and un
attractive. The two judgments could coexist because they were of 
a very different order from one another. The former image—posi
tive and attractive—referred to the immigrant’s impact on the na
tion. In terms of his relation to national strength and survival, the 
immigrant appeared a blessing rather than a danger. The second, 
negative view referred to direct personal and social relations with 
the immigrant. The distinction is crucially important. It reminds 
us that unfavorable reactions to the personal and cultural traits of 
European peoples are not in themselves nativistic. They become 
so only when integrated with a hostile and fearful nationalism.

In 1884, near the close of the period, a magazine writer made the 
point very well and in doing so summed up both aspects of his 
generation’s response to the immigrants. “No one,” he said, “now 
accuses any large or influential portion of the foreign element of a 
set purpose to spread ideas subversive of our political institutions. 
Such tendencies and ideas as are most deprecated in the foreigners 
of the United States relate to manners, to mere habits of life and 
social practices.” 37 In other words, the prevailing conditions and 
the dominant national ideals of the postwar era militated against 
nativism without dislodging a sense of superiority. An ethnocen- 
trism that applied largely to “mere habits of life,” that raised no 
question of the newcomer’s patriotism or his ultimate assimilation, 
could survive side by side with a generally tolerant and receptive 
outlook.

Yet we cannot afford to ignore the simpler ethnocentric judg
ments that persist beneath the ebb and flow of nativism. Although 
those judgments often exist where nativism does not, they provide 
the cultural subsoil in which it grows. And, to complicate matters 
still more, we must recognize that the ethnocentric attitudes dis
played toward different outside groups have their own great range 
of intensity.

In the absence of other disturbing factors, Americans rated low
est the nationalities most conspicuously remote in culture and race.
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No variety of anti-European sentiment has ever approached the 
violent extremes to which anti-Chinese agitation went in the 1870’s 
and 1880’s. Lynchings, boycotts, and mass expulsions still harassed 
the Chinese after the federal government yielded to the clamor for 
their exclusion in 1882. At a time when the Chinese question had 
virtually disappeared as a political issue, a labor union could still 
refer to that patient people as “more slavish and brutish than the 
beasts that roam the fields. They are groveling worms.” 38 Ameri
cans have never maintained that every European endangers Ameri
can civilization; attacks have centered on the “scum” or “dregs” 
of Europe, thereby allowing for at least some implicit exceptions. 
But opponents of Oriental folk have tended to reject them one 
and all.

At the opposite end of the cultural spectrum, as Americans saw 
it, were the peoples of Britain and the Anglo-Canadians. These met 
so ready an acceptance that contemporary observers scarcely no
ticed their coming. Despite a persistent American hostility toward 
the English government and aristocracy, despite also the British 
immigrants’ tendency to remain loyal subjects of the Queen, they 
did not really seem foreigners at all. A sense of cultural identity ex
empted them from Anglophobia, and even recurrent international 
tensions between the two countries never disturbed the British im
migrants’ status.39

The Germans fared nearly but not quite so well. They insisted 
belligerently on their right to amusements that shocked the cen
sorious—to card-playing, to beer gardens, to Sunday frolics; and 
when the temperance issue revived in the seventies the Chicago 
Tribune thought enforcement of a Sunday-closing law necessary 
to prevent “the German conquest” of the city. Then, too, the great 
German quarters of midwestern cities, full of saloons, foreign sign
boards, and German-language schools, seemed disturbingly self- 
contained. On the other hand, the Germans had a reputation for 
thrifty, honest, industrious, and orderly living.40 As for their recrea
tional gusto, an increasingly urban world was pulling more and 
more Americans in the same direction. Indeed, the German ex
ample popularized beer-drinking and helped to relax America’s 
Sunday habits. In testifying to easy assimilation, an observer re
marked in 1883, “The German notion that it is a good thing to 
have a good time has found a lodgment in the American mind.” 41
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Distrust of Irish and Jews went deeper. As the pillars of an alien 
faith, the Irish attracted a good measure of any anti-Catholic senti
ment that might be in the air;, an Irishman’s loyalty to his priest 
was too firm for anxious Protestants to rest easily. And along with 
religious distrust went a social criticism. Americans pictured the 
Irish as rowdy ne’er-do-wells, impulsive, quarrelsome, drunken, 
and threadbare.42 Childhood conflicts gave these attitudes deep and 
early roots in many minds, for middle-class boys growing up in 
the American town of the late nineteenth century battled inces
santly with roughneck Irish gangs from the other side of the tracks. 
“No relations except combat,” Henry Seidel Canby recalls, “were 
possible or thought of between our gangs and the ‘micks.’ . . . 
They were still the alien, and had to be shown their place.” 43 If 
this sense of social distance related partly to the unruly behavior 
of the Irish, it also pertained to their lowly economic status. In 
middle-class American eyes, the Irish were inferior not only be
cause they were rowdies but also because they were poor. Impov
erished Irish immigrants still squatted in tumble-down, one-room 
shanties on the fringes of the cities. Indignant property-owners in 
the vicinity continually petitioned against this “low and squalid 
class of people, who . . . keep . . . the surroundings in a filthy 
and disgusting condition.” 44

The Irish stereotype, however, could not help but soften as 
more and more Irishmen rose out of the ranks of unskilled labor 
and merged in speech and manner with the older population. By 
thé early eighties, they were generally well regarded. It was almost 
a proverb to say that a good workman does as much as an Irish
man; and even the harshest critics of the Irish looked forward 
confidently to their assimilation.45

The Jews, on the other hand, lost in reputation as they gained 
in social and economic status. Alone among European immigrant 
groups, the Jews during this period met a distrust that spread 
along with their increasing assimilation. The nativistic criticism of 
Jewish loyalty that had risen during the Civil War vanished as 
soon as the war ended, but in its place there emerged during the 
1870’s a far more tenacious pattern of social discrimination.

Smallest of the prominent immigrant groups, American Jewry 
was largely a by-product of immigration from Germany. At first, 
native folk had difficulty in differentiating Jews from Germans,46
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but with the dispersion of Jewish peddlers and shopkeepers 
throughout the country, the European tradition of the Jew as Shy- 
lock came to life. To a segment of American opinion, the Jews 
seemed clothed in greed and deceit. It was this conception that 
had exposed them to the charge of disloyal profiteering during the 
war. Thereafter the persistent Shylock image acquired a significant 
new dimension. It broadened during the Gilded Age into an in
dictment of Jewish manners for vulgarity and ostentation. The 
Jew, it now appeared, was not only mercenary and unscrupulous 
but also clamorously self-assertive—a tasteless barbarian rudely el
bowing into genteel company.47 In line with this impression, so
ciety began to exclude Jews from areas of intimate social inter
course, the most celebrated of the initial proscriptions being at 
eastern summer resorts. Despite public shock and indignation when 
the leading hotel at Saratoga Springs refused to admit the eminent 
banker Joseph Seligman in 1877, many smaller establishments soon 
adopted the same policy.

Friendly observers conceded a grain of truth in the new indict
ment. By the 1870’s many German Jews were prospering might
ily, and a fair share of them had risen to affluence too rapidly to 
acquire the discipline of culture.48 Equally pertinent, however, was 
the pervasive vulgarity and the general social climbing that were 
upsetting the stability and simplicity of American society on a 
grand scale. In an age of parvenus the Jew provided a symbol of 
the parvenu spirit. Anti-Semitic discriminations subjected him to a 
discipline that native Americans could not so easily impose on 
themselves.

Despite their unusual social mobility, the Jews shared signifi
cantly in a common immigrant experience. Like the Irish and Ger
mans, they faced criticism applied to “mere habits of life.” No one 
in the age of confidence denounced them as subversive or expressed 
doubts of their ultimate assimilation. German bons vivants, Irish 
roughnecks, and Jewish vulgarians might seem discomforting; but 
the overriding assumptions of the immigrant’s economic value and 
of the American’s mixed nationality held anxious speculation firmly 
in check. In short, there was no pressing sense of the foreigner as 
a distinctively national menace. That could develop only with a 
loss of faith in the process of assimilation. In the postwar decades, 
nationalism was complacent and cosmopolitan.
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The Nativist Heritage

Nevertheless, beneath the surface of the age of confidence, the 
traditions of American nativism persisted. Instead of being liqui
dated, anti-foreign fears were simply contained. In a partial and 
stunted form each of the nativist themes maintained a peripheral 
place in American thought. Each of them, in fact, found some new 
or continuing area of sensitivity where it could fasten and feed.

After the Civil War religious forces never recovered the com
manding influence which they had exerted throughout the culture 
of earlier decades. The Protestant crusade against Rome never 
again dominated nativist thought as completely as it had in mid
century. But anti-Catholicism was far from dead, and in the 1870’s 
it flared up in several northern states. In contrast to the Know- 
Nothing movement, the much milder agitation of the seventies was 
due primarily to Catholic demands for state aid. Although con
flicts over public education had arisen between Catholic and non- 
Catholic groups before the Civil War, the Church had not been 
strong enough to press its traditional claims on a broad front. Now, 
however, it comprised a majority or near-majority of the church
going population in some cities. Also, it was probably emboldened 
by the relaxed and tranquil state of public opinion. About 1869, 
therefore, Catholics in many parts of the Northeast and Midwest 
opened a campaign to eliminate the Protestant tinge that Bible- 
reading gave to the public schools, to secure for their own paro
chial schools a share of the funds that the states were providing 
for education, and to get for Catholic charitable institutions pub
lic subsidies comparable to those traditionally awarded to Protes
tant charities. At first, the pressure brought some success in each 
respect; the Democratic administration in New York proved espe
cially complaisant.49 But Protestants soon counterattacked, with the 
result that separation of church and state actually increased.

The controversy spilled over into politics in the mid-seventies, 
when the Republicans desperately needed a new issue to replace 
their now discredited Reconstruction policies and to distract the 
public from the scandals of the Grant régime. Running for gover
nor of Ohio in 1875, Rutherford B. Hayes worked fiercely to 
smear the Democrats as subservient to Catholic designs. President



Grant struck a similar campaign note at a veterans’ reunion that 
fall by hinting darkly that unless the public schools were kept 
free from sectarian influence the nation might face a new civil war 
between the forces of patriotism and intelligence on the one side 
and superstition and ignorance on the other.50 One Democratic 
Senator wryly commented that the Republican matadors were 
looking for another beast to slay now that Jeff Davis and the 
“bloody shirt” were losing their popular appeal. “The Pope, the 
old Pope of Rome, is to be the great bull that we are all to at
tack.” 51

In a few areas, notably New Jersey and Ohio, the Republicans 
reaped some advantage from the religious question in the 1875 
elections, but the attempt to inflate it into a major national issue 
failed miserably. Grant’s annual message to Congress in December 
stressed the importance of a constitutional amendment forbidding 
the appropriation of public funds for denominational schools. The 
public received the idea with considerable apathy, however, and 
the Democratic House of Representatives moved to take the parti
san sting out of it by passing a watered-down version almost unani
mously.52 During the election of 1876 occasional Republican 
charges that the “Romish Church” was using the Democratic party 
to overthrow the American public school system made little im
pression. By then Catholic leaders had recognized the dangers of 
a militant course and had desisted from it.53

Inevitably a measure of Protestant nationalism accompanied this 
anti-Catholic revival. Attacks on the Catholic Church as a foreign 
despotism reappeared; the suspicion circulated that the priests were 
trying to subordinate the United States to Rome; there was even 
some murmuring over immigration. But by and large the contro
versy swirled around concrete institutional issues, involving rela
tively little talk of a papal conspiracy to subvert the nation. Above 
all, anti-Catholics dealt gently with the immigrants. Blame fell in
stead on the clergy. One foe of Rome contended that the Irish 
would assimilate if the priests did not keep them separate. Another 
thought that the priesthood drove the Irish into reluctant hostility 
to public education. Another acknowledged the innocence of 
Catholic laymen and held the hierarchy alone disloyal. The anti- 
Romanist editor of Harper’s Weekly praised America’s role as a 
refuge for the oppressed and its ability to assimilate all comers.54
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The mild temper of Protestant nativism in the seventies is best 
evidenced by the new secret society that it produced. The Order 
of the American Union took form in New York City about 1870, 
modeled after the prewar Know-Nothings. Unlike the latter, how
ever, it admitted all Protestants, native and foreign-bom, to mem
bership and confined its agitation to anticlerical issues; it called on 
the American people “of all nationalities” to unite against the po
litical activities of the Catholic Church. The O.A.U. reached a 
peak in 1875 with about forty councils in New York, a score in 
Ohio, and a scattered following elsewhere. In spite of high hopes, 
it had little success in influencing elections, and in 1878, while 
Edwin Cowles, editor of the Cleveland Leader, was president of 
the order, an expose published in the New York Herald caused its 
rapid disintegration.55

Another set of events in the i 87o’s, quite different from those 
on which anti-Catholicism rested, lent some slight encouragement 
to the anti-radical tradition. Like the fear of popery, the fear of 
imported discontent barely scratched the armor of national confi
dence; yet it was in this period that anti-radical nativism assumed 
a distinctively modern aspect. Because Marxism and allied social
revolutionary doctrines were taking hold among European work
ingmen, revolution was acquiring a new significance. Henceforth 
it would mean, for the most part, not the replacement of monarchy 
by liberal democracy, but rather the uprising of the working class 
against capitalism. Americans cast dark glances across the Atlantic 
at the Paris Commune of 1871, and a few observers saw in it a 
portent of future convulsions between labor and capital.56 Here and 
there some conservatives were beginning to associate working-class 
aspirations with revolutionary violence. Since revolutionary doc
trines and organizers, although pathetically weak, came almost en
tirely from Europe, the old conjunction of immigration and radi
calism could assume a new scope and aspect. Class conflict could 
appear an un-American product of foreign agitators.57

The Paris Commune sowed one seed of this suspicion. Another 
was planted with the formation in the 1870*5 of the first socialist 
party in America, a largely immigrant organization. The indus
trial violence of the Molly Maguires in the Pennsylvania coal fields 
left a third. But the concept of a labor revolution instigated by 
foreigners really crystallized during the sudden, wild fury of the
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railroad strikes of 1877. Goaded by repeated wage cuts, railroad 
workers and others battled with state militia, pillaged trains, and 
rioted from Baltimore to San Francisco. This outburst of unor
ganized, undirected misery was a new phenomenon in America. 
To frightened nativists, the light of flaming boxcars revealed the 
hand of the foreign “communist.” Panic-stricken over the safety of 
his family, John Hay cowered at home and believed the govern
ment utterly helpless in the face of a rebellion of foreign work
ingmen. The New York Herald asserted that foreign demagogues 
“have imported ideas and sentiments which have repeatedly del
uged France in blood. . . . The railroad riots . . . were insti
gated by men incapable of understanding our ideas and principles.” 
Congressman James A. Garfield assured his constituents that trou
ble between capital and labor stemmed from foreign radicalism.58

In California, Garfield’s point seemed particularly evident. There 
the unrest of 1877 produced the Workingmen’s party, led by a 
demagogue of Irish birth, Denis Kearney, who raved against both 
the rich and the Chinese. The radical agitation of anti-Chinese 
immigrants inspired an anti-radical, anti-European reaction among 
old-stock conservatives. Frank Pixley, a former Know-Nothing 
now closely associated with Leland Stanford of the Southern Pa
cific Railroad, sparked the new xenophobia. Pixley’s weekly jour
nal, the Argonaut, sympathized mildly with the anti-Chinese senti
ment among the working people of San Francisco until Kearney’s 
wild threats filled the air. Then the Argonaut forgot the Chinese 
and turned on the labor movement as a foreign insurrection. Let us 
prepare, Pixley thundered, to meet these aliens “with ball and bay
onet.” Thenceforth the paper was furiously and inveterately anti- 
foreign.59

As in the case of anti-Catholicism, however, much anti-radical 
sentiment in the age of confidence lacked nativistic significance. 
Conservatives often linked radical ideas with a discontented lower 
class without invoking foreign influence.60 More important, hardly 
anyone seriously believed that insurrectionary immigrants could 
endanger American institutions. Except in moments of panic such 
as Hay experienced, the peril of revolution seemed too novel to be 
genuinely credible. The Nation probably expressed a common 
conservative judgment on the railroad strikes: “The kindest thing 
which can be done for the great multitudes of untaught men who
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have been received on these shores, and are daily arriving, and who 
are torn perhaps even more here than in Europe by wild desires 
and wilder dreams, is to show them promptly that society as here 
organized, on individual freedom of thought and action, is impreg
nable, and can be no more shaken than the order of nature.” 61 All 
in all, the thunderclap of 1877 passed too quickly to damage 
America’s faith in its “impregnable” society. But the events could 
not be forgotten, and it was by no means certain that confidence 
would survive serenely another such upheaval.

If confidence inhibited the established nativist traditions, it posi
tively suffused the Anglo-Saxon cult. This too found new sources 
of support in postwar America, yet it failed completely to register 
a nativistic impact.

With the decline of expansionist sentiment on the eve of the 
Civil War, the Anglo-Saxon doctrine lost its popular vogue, but it 
retained a hold on the cultivated classes. Among them it won in
creasing intellectual prestige in the seventies and eighties. Un
doubtedly the most important reason for the trend lay in the pride 
of ancestry stimulated by the chaotic social climbing of the Gilded 
Age. At a time when parvenus were managing practical affairs and 
clamoring for admission to the choicest circles, there was compen
sation and a measure of status in associating one’s personal lineage 
with the original fount of national greatness. Thus Anglo-Saxonism 
became a kind of patrician nationalism. As such it synchronized 
with the enormous influence which English ideas, English litera
ture, and English social standards were securing among the Amer
ican elite. England’s “scientific” historians offered fresh documen
tation for the racial doctrine, with support for the Teutonic version 
from German sources; English lecturers campaigned personally; 
even the English religious cult of Anglo-Israel carried across the 
Atlantic the doctrine that the Anglo-Saxons were God’s chosen 
people.62 These Anglophile currents affected particularly the 
Brahmin gentry of New England, and New Englanders did much 
to spread them elsewhere in the country.63

Also, in a general way, the rise of Darwinism in the post-Civil 
War period helped to encourage interest in hereditary and there
fore in racial determinants. As early as 1873 a clergyman described 
the “American race” as “a sprout of the Anglo-Saxon stock, which, 
all fresh and vigorous, asserts its Darwinian right to exist.” 64 All
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of these factors—the quest for ancestors, the influence of English 
culture, and the impact of the theory of biological evolution— 
came to focus in John Fiske. This magnetic publicist of ideas was 
enormously proud of the New Englander’s ancestry and believed 
himself a lineal descendant of King Alfred. He browsed in English 
churchyards and drank deeply from England’s leading Teutonist, 
E. A. Freeman. When Fiske shifted in the 1880’s from popularizing 
Darwinian science to popularizing American history, he was well 
prepared to celebrate the glories of the English race in the New 
World.65

Still the Anglo-Saxonists were pro rather than con. During the 
age of confidence almost no race-thinker directly challenged a tol
erant and eclectic attitude toward other European groups. Instead, 
Anglo-Saxon and cosmopolitan nationalisms merged in a happy be
lief that the Anglo-Saxon has a marvelous capacity for assimilating 
kindred races, absorbing their valuable qualities, yet remaining 
basically unchanged. John Fiske, for example, acclaimed the Amer
ican for quickly assimilating other European strains while remain
ing thoroughly English. If doubts arose of how this paradox could 
come about, the answer lay in the mixed character of England’s 
early population: European immigration was simply recombining 
in the United States the strains which had earlier blended in Eng
lish blood.66 In short, American race-thinkers harmonized their cul
tural bias with their traditional ideal of nationality. They retained 
confidence in assimilation, and in their outlook a certain cosmopoli
tan flavor remained.

The easy juggling of race concepts, which kept parochial and 
cosmopolitan ideas revolving in a single orbit, depended partly 
on the whole structure of national confidence and partly on the 
continuing vagueness of the race-idea. Whatever palpitations one 
might feel about a foreigner’s political or religious loyalties, the 
notion that European immigrants might endanger the great inborn 
spirit of the nation strained credibility. The age was too optimistic 
to entertain such a fear, and the immigrants’ own lineage seemed 
too closely connected with the great Gothic family to inspire 
alarm.

Anglo-Saxon nationalism, then, posed even less of an obstacle 
to the postwar mood of confidence than did the explicitly nativist 
themes. At least, anti-Catholicism had a flurry in the seventies, and
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anti-radical nativism promised to be increasingly pertinent to an in
dustrial society. All three traditions of national exclusiveness were 
tenacious and adaptable. But under the conditions of increasing 
familiarity with the principal immigrant nationalities, zeal for ma
terial progress, and indifference to social and international prob
lems, none of the nativist traditions could blunt the nation’s as
similationist and cosmopolitan creed.



Gkaœden. Vlviee

Lrisis in the Eighties

The times are strangely out of joint. . . . Capital piles on 
capital, in combination reaching alpine heights. . . . The 
rich grow richer, and the poor become poorer; the nation 
trembles under the tread of discontented thousands; strikes 
are the order of the day.

—Speech in Kentucky legislature, 1890

. . . the old cry in favor of unrestricted immigration has 
almost entirely ceased.

—Franklin B. Sanborn, 1887

In 1882 a writer in the Atlantic Monthly predicted in ominous 
tones the coming of a great struggle for the preservation of the 
American social and economic order. During the course of various 
reflections on urban poverty and industrial discontent the author 
turned aside at one or two points to assail the European immigrant 
with a bluntness and sweep perhaps unknown in a general maga
zine for a generation. What was significant was not so much the 
vague substance of the attack as the conclusion which it supported 
and to which the whole article pointed: “Our era . . .  of happy 
immunity from those social diseases which are the danger and the 
humiliation of Europe is passing away . . . every year brings the 
conditions of American labor into closer likeness to those of the 
Old World. An American species of socialism is inevitable.” 1 

Few observers in 1882 took so gloomy a view of the American 
future or of the place of the immigrant in it. Except for the Civil 
War crisis—now largely liquidated—the country had suffered no 
fundamental schism in all of the nineteenth century. It could look 
back upon an otherwise uninterrupted process of economic devel-
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opment, westward expansion, and institutional crystallization. 
Surely only the most fretful of skeptics could doubt the uniqueness 
and fixity of the nation’s destiny. Above all, nineteenth century 
Americans had grown accustomed to congratulating themselves for 
having a society 'without basic cleavages. In contrast to Europe, 
with its more rigid division of classes, its more deeply entrenched 
inequalities, and its pent-up dissatisfactions, America seemed to 
have dissolved the external restraints on individual achievement. 
It was an article of faith that this land of opportunity had leveled 
all the barriers to individual mobility; and the corollary that a 
completely free society was an unshakable one appeared hardly 
less certain. Sheathed in the conviction, public complacency rode 
out the troubles of the 1870’s. But on a few sensitive minds the 
stresses of the decade left unhealed scars, and by the early eighties 
voices of doubt were beginning to be heard. Were classes congeal
ing, and did this sharpening alignment portend a relapse into the 
internal strife of Europe? Were American horizons really and per
manently open, or were they contracting? Some who wondered 
took the first long, hard, new look at the immigrants.

Social Chasms and Anxious Reformers

Although the bustling American scene in the early eighties wore 
a generally tranquil air, indications abounded that the issues thrust 
forward in the previous decade had not vanished in the first flush 
of renewed prosperity. The sodden wretchedness of the slums set
tled more deeply into the heart of great cities every year. The 
grip of vice and lawlessness on chaotic municipal governments kept 
the growing urban problem as far as ever from solution, until at 
last a régime of crime in Cincinnati goaded the populace to three 
terrible days of fire and riot in 1884. (‘‘The dangerous tendencies 
of the population in large cities must be distinctly recognized,” the 
shocked New York Tribune editorialized.2) Meanwhile a relent
lessly advancing factory system cut off more and more employees 
from direct relations with their employers. In reaction, the first 
mass movement of American workingmen was in the making. 
Skilled and unskilled workers alike flocked to the mushrooming 
Knights of Labor, which cast off its early cloak of secrecy in 1881 
and started to climb to national significance. This to many was
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the most startling portent of all, for the Knights’ gusty enthusiasm 
spilled into a dozen reformist proposals, while Master Workman 
Terence Powderley thundered vague preachments on abolishing 
the “wage system.”

At the other end of the scale, power and arrogance accumulated 
no less swiftly. Business combinations sprouted on all sides, many 
of them pressing toward monopoly. Henry Demarest Lloyd’s pio
neering exposé of the Standard Oil Company in 1881 supplied a 
dramatically documented illustration of a trend which was becom
ing increasingly hard to ignore. Many of the new tycoons did 
nothing to disguise it. This was the uninhibited period when Wil
liam Vanderbilt rapped out his famous “The public be damned,” 
when the United States Senate became known as a millionaire’s 
club, when another business leader is supposed to have said that 
the rich own America and intend to keep it. With something of 
the same spirit the money-kings thrust upward in the social world, 
flaunting unheard-of riches with a fine abandon. A public which 
followed in the daily newspapers the doings of syndicates and rings 
and trusts was beginning to read in the comic magazines of Mrs. 
Astor’s gilded balls and of Ward McAllister’s pretentious attempts 
to define the “Four Hundred.” These yawning social and eco
nomic contrasts became more evident still when the economy slid 
downhill in 1883, 1884, and 1885. Corporations cut wages savagely, 
sometimes as much as 20 per cent; unemployment mounted to a 
million or more; and though the slump was less severe than that 
of the seventies, poverty stared with fiercer eyes on wealth un
shaken and untamed.3

A parallel crisis impended in the rural West and South. It did 
not affect the immigrant’s status as obviously or as directly as the 
urban cleavage did, but indirectly the farmers’ anxieties heightened 
every tension in the cities. Ever since the Civil War the old sense 
of equality and opportunity had been slipping from the farmers’ 
grasp. Monopoly touched the rural producer first and touched him 
hardest. Declining farm prices and rising debts made the middle
man’s grip all the more onerous, while the processes which piled up 
wealth in the cities ate away at the prestige of rural life.

Although good weather and good times hushed the farmers’ com
plaints in the early eighties, urban America was not unaware that 
the countryside no longer promised a living to anyone willing to
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work for it. Geographic as well as economic facts compelled at
tention in this regard. Homesteaders in the early eighties were 
swarming into the last great area of unsettled grasslands in the 
United States, peopling western Kansas and Nebraska, overrunning 
the Dakotas, and colliding with cattlemen on the high plains of 
Montana, Wyoming, and Colorado. Despite the vast self-assurance 
with which the decade opened, those few who wondered about the 
hardening of class lines sometimes pondered also the shrinking 
promise of the frontier. In American thought an ingenuous faith 
in the open road westward had long supported belief in an open 
road upward. The eighties cast a shadow over both ideas at the 
same time. A new sense of “closed space” compounded the emerg
ing fears of a closed society. As early as 1881 a letter writer in the 
New York Tribune averred that the next generation would find 
America’s resources and opportunities all parceled out. “The na
tion,” he wrote, “has reached a point in its growth where its policy 
should be to preserve its heritage for coming generations, not to 
donate it to all the strangers we can induce to come among us.” 4

During the first half of the decade only a handful of Cassandras 
took so troubled a view of the American future that their concep
tion of the immigrants soured. Wherever an optimistic indifference 
toward social problems prevailed, the tradition persisted of the im
migrant as an economic blessing easily assimilated into America’s 
mixed nationality. On the whole, therefore, reformers and hu
manitarians discovered an immigration problem somewhat sooner 
than did conservative spokesmen. The latter had a vested interest 
in complacency; the former faced the crisis of the eighties early 
and with alarm.

One important effect of the crisis, in fact, was to awaken a torpid 
social conscience and to call forth a new body of middle-class re
form opinion. Tugging in a dozen different directions at once, 
often intellectually vague and usually ineffective in practice, the 
reformers inaugurated a many-pronged criticism of the urban, in
dustrial scene. Whatever the specific ills that caught their eye, the 
more anxious reform thinkers came back time and again to the 
great issue: the polarization of American society. They believed 
passionately in the traditional ideal of a fluid, homogeneous cul
ture; yet they saw it threatened everywhere. Most of them, urban
ites themselves, located the heart of the trouble in the recklessly
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expanding cities. And there, in teeming concentration, were the 
immigrants, linked in one way or another to every festering prob
lem. It was not difficult for this early generation of urbanized re
formers—full of dark forebodings and ill-experienced in realistic 
social analysis—to fix upon the immigrants as a major source of 
current disorders. Nor was it entirely unreasonable for men who 
feared a decline of opportunity and mobility to lose confidence in 
the process of assimilation. In discovering an immigration problem, 
the social critics of the eighties might not indulge in the character
istically nativist assault on the newcomer as a foreign enemy of the 
American way of life; they might not speak in the accents of na
tionalism. But they raised the question of assimilation in a broadly 
significant way by connecting it with the central issues of the day. 
They gave intellectual respectability to anti-immigrant feelings.

A restless Congregational clergyman sounded the great opening 
blast. Josiah Strong stood in the vanguard of the small company of 
religious thinkers who were bringing an ethical, evangelical im
perative to the pattern of reform. Among the pioneering appeals 
to a new Christian conscience, Strong’s Our Country was the most 
apocalyptic. Published in 1885, this tremendously popular appeal 
for support of home missions radiated a sense of imminent crisis. 
It proclaimed great dangers focalizing in the cities, to religion, to 
morality, to politics. Above all it pointed to the danger of class 
strife and predicted eventually an open struggle between selfish 
rich and degraded poor. All these perils, Strong believed, were en
hanced by immigration. He cast his anti-foreign complaints in a 
traditional mold, accusing the immigrants of crime and immorality, 
of corrupting municipal government, of furnishing recruits for 
Catholicism and socialism. But what made the words urgent and 
significant was a conviction that in each of these respects the for
eign influx was hastening the onset of a terrible upheaval in Amer
ican society. Although he neither hated immigrants as such nor 
preached the complete failure of assimilation, he delivered the first 
sweeping indictment of immigrant influence since the 1850’s.5

The next year, in a series of lectures that attracted a good deal 
of attention, another clergyman stated Strong’s fears more ex
plicitly. In the cities, said Samuel Loomis, men have become di
vided into two widely separated classes. On one side of the gulf 
are the business and professional people, mostly native-born and
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Protestant. On the other is the working class, nearly all of it for
eign in background, much of it Catholic, and the rest convinced 
that Protestantism serves only the well-to-do.6

It remained for a newspaper reporter to demonstrate at the end 
of the decade the appalling width of the chasm. Jacob Riis’s How 
the Other Half Lives (the title itself was significant) dramatized 
as nothing else did the full degradation and misery of immigrant 
lives in the slums. The conditions Riis described were not new, 
but his reaction to them was part of the new “Social Gospel.” 
Passionately, he warned that only a Christian sense of justice could 
stop the dreadful wedge that greed was driving between the tene
ment dwellers and the upper classes. Since the slums and the for
eign quarters coincided, Riis treated them as synonymous. In ex
posing the slums he was revealing the disorganization and squalor 
of their foreign residents. Although he generally wrote of the im
migrants with sympathetic warmth and blamed “the evil they 
breed” on the conditions surrounding them, his book aroused anti- 
foreign as well as anti-tenement attitudes.7

Other voices spoke from the colleges and universities. A new 
generation of economists, trained in the nationalist presumptions 
of German economics at such places as Halle and Heidelberg, was 
unseating the academic champions of laissez faire. More than many 
reform thinkers of the day, leading economists of the “historical 
school” believed in big government and in organized labor as in
struments for promoting human welfare. Sympathizing with labor’s 
aspirations, they contended particularly that immigrant competi
tors were undermining the workingman’s standard of living. And 
as proponents of governmental intervention, the economists were 
pioneering advocates of immigration restriction: it offered a rela
tively easy and painless way of invoking national authority to com
bat corruption, squalor, and injustice.

Beneath these special emphases, the academic reformers shared 
the ethical zeal and the fears of social disintegration that motivated 
their Social Gospel allies. Richard T. Ely’s first books called upon 
a collective, Christian ethic to prevent an impending war between 
capital and labor. His German-trained friend, Edmund J. James, 
warned as early as 1883 that foreign elements were disturbing the 
homogeneity on which free government must rest.8 Ely’s student, 
Edward W. Bemis, published a brilliant article in a religious jour-
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nal on the need for sharp restriction of immigration, while another 
of the same group, Richmond Mayo-Smith, wrote the first schol
arly book on the subject. Emigration and Immigration throughout 
showed Mayo-Smith’s concern with national homogeneity and the 
discord threatening it. At a time when social and economic prob
lems are pressing acutely upon us, is immigration, he asked, en
dangering America’s free, self-reliant, orderly culture, the unique 
economic well-being of its working people, and the prestige of in
dustrial pursuits? His answer, though measured and good-tem
pered, was emphatically yes. Meanwhile, in 1888, the American 
Economic Association, which these men founded, offered a prize 
of $150 for the best essay on “The Evil Effects of Unrestricted 
Immigration.” 9

A similar outlook permeated many of the separate, middle-class 
reform movements that were fixing on particular social problems. 
Taking a new lease on life, crusaders for temperance and for 
women’s rights assailed the immigrant’s subversive, European at
titudes on these questions. “Every reformatory movement of the 
day,” declared a prohibitionist, “finds here its most persistent and 
indefatigible foe.” 19 None agreed more loudly than the apostles 
of clean city government. The immigrants’ votes did in fact go 
chiefly to the bosses, and during the Tweed régime civic reformers 
had already vented their wrath on both. In the mid-eighties, as the 
movement to redeem the cities became an organized crusade capable 
of more than fitful protest, it displayed an unabashed nativism. 
George W. Curtis, a veteran of Tweed days, talked about the lack 
of patriotism in u‘the ignorant, lawless, idle and dangerous over
flow of all other countries.” New York’s reform mayor, Abram 
S. Hewitt, although elected by Tammany, launched into point- 
blank attacks on the immigrant menace, ultimately picking a cele
brated quarrel with his Irish Board of Aldermen over the propriety 
of flying the shamrock flag at City Hall on St. Patrick’s Day. 
“America should be governed by Americans,” he told the irate 
city fathers in 1888, and his supporters demanded that those who 
prefer another flag should go back where they came from.11

While all of these overlapping agitations centered on the stresses 
in urban America, another emerging reform group put the immi
gration issue in a rural context also. Opponents of land monopoly 
were quick to sense a relation between contracting horizons in the
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West and unchecked immigration. Alarm over corporate exploita
tion of the public domain and an accompanying growth of ten
ancy was just beginning in the 1880’s. Protests arose hand in hand 
with a new consciousness that the supply of good vacant land 
was dwindling, that it might soon give out. Once gone, where 
would the United States find room for its immigrant-inflated popu
lation? Henry George, the greatest of all of the land reformers 
and one of the first Americans to rage at the country’s reversion 
toward European conditions, connected the closing of the safety 
valve of western land with the danger of immigration, as early as 
1883. “What,” he queried, “in a few years more, are we to do for 
a dumping-ground? Will it make our difficulty the less that our 
human garbage can vote?” 12 Like George, Josiah Strong predicted 
that when the public lands were gone, the immigrants would crowd 
the cities more and more, and the next year, 1886, a special investi
gator for the staid North American Review announced that the evil 
day had arrived: at a time of growing immigration and land mo
nopoly, “the public domain of the United States is now ex
hausted.” 13

With such considerations in mind, Congress enacted a law in 
1887 prohibiting nondeclarant aliens (those who had not declared 
their intention to become citizens) from owning real estate in the 
federal territories. Although aimed chiefly at nonresident land
lords, the law reflected concern about immigration and overpopu
lation as well.14 In the same year an agricultural collapse sent thou- 
sánds reeling backward from the Great Plains. If the farmers them
selves took little heed of the immigration issue as yet, their distresses 
lent weight to the incipient claustrophobia in the urban world.15

Behind many of the miscellaneous complaints which reformers 
were bringing against the immigrants lay solid reality, although 
the critics generally exaggerated and misconstrued it. The day of 
the pioneer was passing, and it was becoming more difficult and 
costly to establish an independent farm. Immigration was flowing 
more than ever toward the cities, and there it did complicate the 
slum problem, strain the old moralities, strengthen boss rule, and 
accentuate the rift of classes. In these and other respects, however, 
the foreign-born played a relatively constant role in a rapidly 
changing situation. For a long time they had suffered from and 
added to the cultural dislocations inherent in the rise of an un-
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regulated industrial economy. Yet the immigrants’ part excited 
slight alarm as long as the problems themselves did not seem press
ing. The 1880’s brought these long-germinating problems into a 
sharp focus and, by awakening a body of sensitive reform opinion, 
summoned forth the immigrant’s first cogent critics.

Meanwhile, one group of reformers in particular broke the 
way toward a new immigration policy. To the directors of urban 
charities, perhaps the most conservative of all of the forces enlisted 
for social improvement, the immigrant had presented something 
of a problem even during the years of his highest repute. More 
or less constantly, relief agencies in the large cities had worried 
over the strain that immigrants imposed on their financial re
sources and on the life of the community.16 Although at the open
ing of the 1880’s the general mood of crisis which was to develop 
during the decade barely flecked the horizon, philanthropists were 
deep in a miniature crisis of their own. To solve it they precipi
tated the first national controls over immigration. The immigration 
act of 1882, despite a limited scope and a tentative approach, laid 
the foundations for federal immigration restriction.

Previously, the federal government had taken notice of Euro
pean immigrants in only two respects. It counted the number of 
entrants for statistical purposes, and it decreed certain minimum 
living conditions aboard ship. In default of other federal action, 
immigration remained a concern of the individual seaboard states. 
The states placed administration of their own feeble regulations 
in the hands of boards of unpaid charity leaders. The whole pro
gram aimed merely at an orderly reception, at helping those in 
temporary difficulty, and at discouraging the entry of the perma
nently incapacitated. New York, which received three-fourths of 
all newcomers, bore the main load. There the state Board of Com
missioners of Emigration maintained a fund for supporting needy 
and distressed immigrants by collecting from shipowners a small 
fee in lieu of a bond for each alien landed. The state also hoped 
to forestall the most serious burdens by requiring a special bond 
for each immigrant who seemed likely to become a permanent 
charity case.

This loose system broke down under judicial attack. In 1876 
the Supreme Court, in a nationalist mood, declared that the states’ 
practices unconstitutionally infringed on Congress’s exclusive
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power to regulate foreign commerce. Henceforth New Yorkers 
would have to pay out of their own pockets for the supervision 
and care of immigrants unless the federal government assumed 
responsibility.17 Charity leaders were appalled. The burden now 
thrust upon them seemed especially heavy because under the im
pact of Darwinian ideas they were beginning to regard poverty— 
previously attributed to moral weakness—as an inherited tendency. 
“The hereditary character of pauperism and crime,” said a leading 
welfare worker, “is the most fearful element with which society 
has to contend.” 18

The New York Board of Emigration Commissioners and the 
New York Board of Charities immediately joined with similar 
agencies in other eastern states to press for federal regulation of 
immigration. Their proposals went beyond the old state system in 
two respects: they urged Congress to levy a small head tax directly 
on the immigrant to pay for administration and relief; and they 
wanted convicts and immigrants unable to support themselves 
positively excluded. This, they thought, would stop the influx of 
“confirmed paupers.”

For six years Congress was unmoved. Business interests, particu
larly, resisted any action that might diminish immigration in the 
slightest. Finally, when conditions were becoming chaotic at New 
York’s immigrant depot, the pressure of charity groups and of 
New York politicians succeeded. Pleading that hereditary Euro
pean pauperism was incurable, they drove the federal government 
to assume partial jurisdiction. The immigration law of 1882 gave 
the Secretary of the Treasury executive authority over immigra
tion but cautiously delegated the actual inspection of immigrants 
to existing state agencies. The United States was to accumulate 
an immigrant welfare fund by taxing each entrant the modest sum 
of fifty cents (New York had collected $1.50 from shipowners 
for each passenger). Also, convicts, lunatics, idiots, and persons 
likely to become a public charge were denied admission.19 Thus, 
without intending to restrict immigration, the United States took a 
hesitant but decisive step to control it.

Later in the decade, charity workers voiced a rising alarm at the 
whole foreign tide, and began to talk about general restrictions. 
So did other reformers; after 1885 their complaints about foreign 
influence frequently included demands for limiting it. But middle-
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class reform never again played a determining role in making im
migration policy, and the more popular the anti-foreign sentiment 
of the late nineteenth century became, the less the reformers con
tributed to its shaping. If broader segments of American society 
and thought had not also succumbed to a crisis mood, the nativist 
drift of the eighties would have been far less pronounced. In the 
middle years of the decade, men with all sorts of opinions and 
backgrounds were shaken loose from complacency, and turned 
fearfully against the stranger.

Militant Labor and Adamant Capital

In industrial society no other group comes into closer, more 
continuous contact with the immigrant population than the native 
workingmen. If anyone had cause for complaint against the for
eign-born on grounds of substantial self-interest, it was the Ameri
can hand who did much the same work, served the same boss, and 
often lived in the same neighborhood. Relations between the two, 
though frequently good-natured, were seldom entirely free from 
strain. The immigrant derived not only from a more or less alien 
culture but also from mean, impoverished circumstances. Entering 
the American economy on its lowest rungs, he commonly began 
by accepting wages and enduring conditions which Americanized 
employees scorned. In time the immigrants learned to demand 
more, and in the long run their manpower actually created more 
opportunities than it absorbed in the dynamic American economy 
of the nineteenth century.20

American wage-earners, however, were impatient of long-run 
views during periods of hardship and stress. They eyed the for
eigner for what he was at the moment—a cheap competitor, whose 
presence undoubtedly held down wages and bred unemployment 
in temporary local situations. And in a more general sense, work
ingmen could reasonably anticipate greater economic security 
through anti-foreign discriminations, just as industrialists could 
reasonably expect advantages from protective tariffs. Conse
quently, every anti-immigrant agitation in the nineteenth century 
had drawn support from the urban laboring class. It contributed 
a rowdy element to the Know-Nothing movement, gave birth to 
societies like the Order of United American Mechanics, and
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sparked the repeal in 1868 of the Civil War statute encouraging 
the importation of contract labor.21

The tremendous immigrant influx of 1882, followed by the in
dustrial depression of 1883-1886, persuaded many wage-earners 
that the whole incoming stream directly threatened their own 
livelihood. In New York City an Independent Labor party peti
tioned Congress to impose a head tax of $100 on each entrant. 
Philadelphia saw the appearance of a National Home Labor League, 
aiming “to preserve the American labor market for American 
workingmen.” About 1887 a poll of 869 Wisconsin workers in 
varied occupations showed approximately half of them convinced 
that immigration was injuring their trade.22

In the late eighties, workingmen of several states secured direct 
discriminatory legislation against foreign labor. Virtually for the 
first time, American legislatures excluded unnaturalized immigrants 
of all nationalities from certain types of common employments. 
These statutes, though slight in their immediate effects, marked 
the beginning of a general departure from the old common law 
tradition. Under the common law, aliens from friendly countries 
suffered no general disqualifications in job-holding; except for posi
tions requiring allegiance to the sovereign, they could work and 
trade as freely as citizens.23 Several Pacific Coast states had ex
cluded the Chinese from some occupations at an early date, and 
California in 1850 had instituted an oppressive tax on all foreign 
miners, but otherwise European immigrants apparently retained 
full employment rights everywhere until the 1880’s.24 Then, the 
initial restrictions applied to the construction of public works—a 
type of activity to which unskilled immigrant labor traditionally 
flocked. Under the spur of widespread unemployment the United 
States House of Representatives passed a bill in 1886 prohibiting 
the employment on public works of any alien who had not de
clared his intention to become a citizen. The Senate failed to act 
on the proposal, but some of the states proceeded to adopt regula
tions to the same effect. In 1889, Illinois, Wyoming, and Idaho 
banned nondeclarant aliens from both state and municipal proj
ects.25

Petty though the enactments and the feelings behind them were, 
one may wonder why they did not materialize before this time. 
Granted that economic stresses in the mid-eighties encouraged a
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fear of immigrant competition, the question remains: Why did the 
issue arise during and after so short-lived a depression, having re
mained dormant through the much longer and more severe de
pression of the 1870’s? Were workingmen responding in their own 
terms to misgivings that really transcended job consciousness, that 
flowed out of the whole encompassing social crisis? Was there 
something more than personal, economic resentment in a midwest- 
ern carpenter’s outburst in 1886: “We poor, native-born citizens 
are just pulled around same as dogs by foreign people. We do not 
stand any show, and it.seems as though everything is coming to 
the very worst in the near future unless free immigration is 
stopped.” 26

An answer is suggested by events in the coal fields of Penn
sylvania, the region where militant anti-foreign sentiment gripped 
the native working class earliest and most fiercely. In the seven
ties and eighties the coal mining country was rapidly becoming 
the industrial hell of the northeastern United States. More than 
anywhere else perhaps, in those grimy company towns set in a 
ravaged landscape, class cleavage mocked the historic American 
promise of an open society. Nowhere did labor unrest cut more 
deeply. For a decade after 1865, strikes, lockouts, and suspensions 
prevailed everywhere in the region, punctuated by the industrial 
violence of the Molly Maguires.

The coal operators, already harried by chaotic overproduction, 
pitilessly counterattacked. Some of them began in the 1870’s to 
bring in more docile laborers from Hungary and Italy.27 The New 
York Times greeted these latter effusively, promising that the 
United States would gladly transform a million Italian beggars into 
prosperous citizens; but Pennsylvania miners took another view of 
the matter. Since the new groups entered into an already tense 
situation as creatures of the employers, they encountered resent
ments that were more than ethnocentric and went beyond eco
nomic competition. The immigrants seemed both symbols and 
agents of the widening gulf between capital and labor. The hatred 
of them was a hatred of the corporations for trying “to degrade 
native labor by the introduction of a class who, in following the 
customs of their ancestors, live more like brutes than human be
ings.” 28

From the outset the Slavic and Italian immigrants ran a gamut
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of indignities and ostracisms. They were abused in public and iso
lated in private, cuffed in the works and pelted on the streets, fined 
and imprisoned on the smallest pretext, cheated of their wages, 
and crowded by the score into converted barns and tumble-down 
shanties that served as boarding houses. The first of them to ar
rive in western Pennsylvania, a group of Italian strikebreakers 
hired by the Armstrong Coal Works in 1874, were met by riots 
and armed attacks in which several of the newcomers were killed.29 
The problem remained a local one through the seventies, a period 
in which Pennsylvania’s total immigrant population from Poland, 
Italy, and Hungary never exceeded some seven thousand. In the 
next decade their numbers grew tenfold, and the issue of “contract 
labor” flared into prominence across the whole region. Apparently, 
relatively few of the new arrivals—who were now pre-empting 
most branches of common labor throughout industrial Pennsyl
vania—were actually imported from Europe under contractual ar
rangements with their prospective employers. But corporate power 
seemed so great and so menacing to American workers that they 
uniformly attributed a captive status to the new nationalities. 
Every time that employers brought a carload of eastern Euro
peans under armed guard from Pittsburgh or New York to work a 
struck mine (great numbers arrived this way during the bloody 
Hocking Valley strike of 1884), the impression seemed con
firmed.30 This first workingmen’s anti-foreign movement in the 
postwar era took form, therefore, as an attack on a supposedly 
servile class.

The mounting discontent of the early eighties stimulated the 
Knights of Labor, and as they spread swiftly from their early base 
in eastern Pennsylvania, the Knights carried far and wide the agi
tation against contract labor. In 1884 Powderley’s supporters 
brought the question before Congress, where sympathetic legis
lators repeated the charge that monopolists were shipping from 
Hungary and Italy, “as so many cattle, large numbers of degraded, 
ignorant, brutal . . . foreign serfs” to replace American citizens.31 
Both major parties and several small ones endorsed the Knights’ 
plea for a ban on contract labor, while the Democrats blamed the 
Republicans for subjecting American workingmen to imported 
competition. The next year Congress fulfilled platform promises 
with a law forbidding anyone to prepay the transportation of an
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immigrant to the United States in return for a promise of his serv
ices. One Congressman asserted that exclusion of the small number 
of such cases would make no difference but that he would vote 
for the measure because of the universal labor demand for it. Two 
years later an administrative act brought into existence a new type 
of federal official, the contract labor inspector, who quizzed ar
riving immigrants on their plans for employment.32 To have a job 
before entering the country was becoming more reprehensible 
than to be unemployed afterward.

Although a good deal of unqualified anti-foreign sentiment was 
circulating among American workingmen by this time, the cam
paign against contract labor rested on a sharp distinction between 
voluntary immigration and that induced or controlled by capi
talists. With remarkable unanimity, union leaders clung to this 
distinction through the late eighties and into the beginning of the 
next decade. Blaming their troubles either on contracts or on more 
subtle business techniques for stimulating immigration, the prin
cipal labor spokesmen refused to acknowledge that a normal, un
encouraged, transatlantic movement harmed American workers. 
Powderley in 1888 insisted that few southeastern Europeans would 
come to the United States without employers’ inducements. The 
organ of the Knights of Labor cursed “the stupendous folly of an 
industrial system which makes so naturally beneficent a thing as 
an increase of population a menace to the welfare of the wealth 
producers.” Samuel Gompers, head of the rising American Fed
eration of Labor, agreed that voluntary immigration was easily 
assimilated. The native-born editor of The Rights of Labor ex
plicitly opposed any restrictions beyond the law of 1885, and as 
late as 1892 the president of the Amalgamated Association of Iron 
and Steel Workers told Congressmen: “We are not objecting to 
immigration that is voluntary.” 33 Organized labor was clearly re
luctant to convert its vaguely class-conscious position into a thor
oughly nativistic one. The unions played a surprisingly limited 
role, after the passage of the contract labor law, in initiating a 
broader restriction movement.

Two factors explain the unions’ unwillingness to support a gen
eral limitation on immigration, the chief being their own ethnic 
composition. Partly because old-stock American workers tended 
to cherish an individualistic psychology, an extremely large pro-
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portion of union members were themselves foreign-born. In Illi
nois, for example, four-fifths of the trade union membership in the 
eighties came from overseas, and everywhere Englishmen and 
Irishmen stood out as labor leaders.34 Along with its international 
background, much of organized labor had an international faith. 
The concept of the solidarity of workingmen in all countries was 
by no means an exclusively Marxist idea. In 1878 the Knights of 
Labor had resolved that “nothing should be said opposing any 
portion of humanity.” Many trade unions incorporated the word 
“international” into their names. The early leaders of the A.F.L. 
adopted peculiarly American tactics but preserved an internation
alist spirit.35 As long as labor leaders identified the new immi
grants with contract labor, they evaded inner conflict, but out
right opposition to immigration involved a fuller commitment to 
nationalism than they yet could make.

In point of fact the unions underwent less of a change of heart 
toward the immigrant than did their capitalistic adversaries. While 
labor leaders centered their fire on a special kind of immigration, 
business leaders were becoming broadly critical of the whole im
migrant stream. They did not, of course, share the malice which 
some workingmen felt toward foreign-born competitors, but the 
revolution in their attitudes was greater and in terms of policy 
more significant. After leading the chorus of praise for immigration 
in the age of confidence, the businessman was now turning almost 
full circle. This shift, instead of bringing capital into some accord 
with labor, actually reflected the widening breach between them. 
Where one saw the foreigner as a tool of oppression, the other 
discerned an agent of unrest. The two lines of attack had little in 
common except their origin in a common situation: both reacted 
to the immigrant as a disruptive wedge in a dividing society.

Far from concentrating on the purely economic aspects of im
migration, businessmen fretted about its consequences for social 
stability. The depression of the seventies had caused a few to 
ponder the danger of further additions to the army of jobless, and 
renewed unemployment in the mid-eighties heightened this con
cern. Each of the urban problems to which reformers pointed, 
from overpopulation to intemperance, multiplied business anxie
ties. The Commercial and Financial Chronicle worried because 
almost every “danger to the organization of society” originated
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among immigrants. Every disturbance of the social order, the 
journal warned, diminishes the courage and enterprise of capital.36

The disturbances which particularly alarmed business opinion 
issued from the ranks of labor. By 1885 the mounting tempo of 
strikes and the sudden, furious growth of the Knights of Labor 
demonstrated to employers that a crisis indeed impended in the 
industrial world. Their reaction, on the whole, was unyielding and 
uncomprehending. American business found the whole tide of un
rest baffling, except on the theory that foreign influence lay be
hind it. Two aspects of affairs impressed employers very forcibly: 
the prominence of foreigners both as leaders and as members of 
the unions; and the presence of proletarian radicals here and there 
among the immigrant throngs. Perhaps cheap foreign labor was 
proving exorbitantly expensive in its social costs.

The Slavic newcomers in Pennsylvania, supposedly the most 
docile of immigrants, soon provided a dramatic confirmation of 
businessmen’s fears. Driven to desperation, several thousand Hun
garian coke miners displayed a belligerence and solidarity that 
confounded the anticipations of unions and operators alike. In 
January 1886, a state law went into effect forbidding women to 
work in the mines. The immigrant coke workers, paid on piece
work, had depended on their wives’ assistance to eke out a living. 
When the coke syndicate, headed by Henry Clay Frick, refused 
to raise the rate of pay, the Hungarians threw down their tools. 
There were riots and arrests. The strike extended to native-born 
and northern European miners. The syndicate tried to intimidate 
the Hungarians by threatening to evict them from their company 
houses in the dead of winter; they replied that they would resist 
with their lives. Instead of risking a blood-bath, the syndicate re
sorted to another tactic—a general lockout. This too failed to 
daunt the strikers, and in the end they won a small advance.37

These events provoked the organ of Pittsburgh’s industrialists 
to indignant reflections on “furious Huns” and their lack of sym
pathy with American institutions. The journal concluded that 
immigration was hastening the social ills of overcrowded Europe. 
The American Iron and Steel Association spoke for restriction 
more bluntly: “It is impossible to deal intelligently and thoroughly 
with the labor question without dealing with the immigration 
question.” 38
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By this time the anti-immigrant trend in business circles was 
well advanced. A survey of the opinions of 795 employers in Wis
consin—mostly with medium-size or small businesses—showed a big 
majority in favor of restriction, the proportion hostile to immi
gration being much larger than that in the somewhat similar poll 
of workingmen’s attitudes taken a year later. And in 1888 the Na
tional Board of Trade, forerunner of the United States Chamber 
of Commerce, for the first time came out for protection against 
“the scourings of foreign disease, pauperism and crime.” 39

The change in business opinion, remarkable as it was, did not 
come without misgivings and qualifications. Like the unions, the 
corporations could not in a single decade wholly sever the ties 
that bound them to the immigrants. Some businessmen remained 
complacent, continuing to celebrate the economic value of immi
gration, the operation of the law of supply and demand in regu
lating it, and the power of a homogeneous society to assimilate 
it. More commonly, business spokesmen reacted against immigra
tion without reaching specific conclusions on how to cope with 
the problem. Caught between growing trepidations and a lingering 
appreciation of the immigrant’s usefulness, employers often 
sounded querulous, uncertain, unready to espouse a definite line 
of action.40

Above all, neither industrialists nor labor chieftains were in the 
full sense of the word nativist. Neither displayed much of a qual
ity essential to a thoroughgoing xenophobia: an aroused and de
fensive nationalism. They approached immigration problems pri
marily in the guise of interested parties, and though their concern 
embraced the whole structure and future of American society, 
they indulged very little in florid appeals to national loyalty or 
survival. It was a short step from concrete anxieties about the social 
order to vaster beliefs that the nation itself stood in peril, but 
neither of the organized interests most directly affected by immi
gration blazed the way.

Beginning of Hysteria

Yet elsewhere in public opinion it was perhaps inevitable that 
the disturbing implications of the social problems heading up in the 
1880’s should awaken a strident nationalism. Nationalism has func-
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tioned as the most powerful unifying force in modern society, and 
its intensity has increased enormously in times of serious disrup
tive pressures. The fiery nationalisms of the fifties grew out of 
sectional cleavage; by the same centripetal principle, class cleav
age could hardly fail in the eighties to produce a resurgence of 
nationalism. In both cases a baffled need for unity asserted itself 
in nativistic aggression.

Perhaps this explanation of the function of the new nationalist 
ferment may also help to locate its most active sources. At least 
it is suggestive that the pioneers of the nativist revival were not 
the appointed representatives of militant labor or the conscious 
spokesmen of adamant capital—not men securely attached to the 
congealing power groups that were straining the social fabric. In
stead, a full-blown xenophobia dawned diffusely in the amorphous, 
urban and semi-urban public which lay in between. May not the 
very “in-betweenness” of petty businessmen, nonunionized work
ers, and white-collar folk have left them easy victims of demorali
zation? In a conservative era that was unable to ignore yet unwill
ing to face up to its inner schisms, the rootless “in-betweeners” 
had few resources to resist the loss of homogeneity. But they knew, 
at least, that they belonged to the nation and it to them. They 
could understand the discord in their Eden, and combat it, as an 
alien intrusion.

The sense of danger pressing on reformers, business leaders, and 
organized labor burst forth before this larger public about 1886, 
when an unprecedented eruption of strikes and mass boycotts 
opened an era of massive and recurrent discontent. Nativism, as a 
significant force in modern America, dates from that labor up
heaval. At a time when monopoly and plutocracy cast darkening 
shadows over the summits of American society and when oppor
tunity to escape westward seemed to be diminishing, unrest in the 
depths took on redoubled meaning. Each of the historic traditions 
of American nativism—submerged for a generation—came to life. 
Among the three fears, of European radicals, European religion, 
and European races, the last enjoyed the smallest vogue. Still the 
stepchild among American nativisms, the Anglo-Saxon tradition 
evolved within an intellectual elite whose separate story belongs in 
a later chapter. Anti-radical and anti-Catholic ideas were already
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integrated into American popular culture; they contain the essence 
of the nativist revival. And since a labor convulsion precipitated 
that revival, anti-radical nationalism was initially its most suitable 
vehicle.

The belief that revolutionary immigrants imported the seeds of 
labor unrest had already proved relevant to industrial America in 
the 1870’s. The new swell of discontent seemed to confirm the 
worst suspicions of 1877. If one needed objective evidence that the 
tumult was foreign-inspired, the prominence of immigrants in the 
labor movement gave specious credibility to the charge. Further
more, a tiny group of noisy anarchists, almost all of them immi
grants, was becoming more active. In Chicago, almost the only 
place where the anarchist movement showed vitality, English- 
and German-language newspapers gleefully instructed readers on 
how to manufacture dynamite.41

There the event that catalyzed nationalistic fears of immi
grant radicalism occurred. Industrial discontent was reaching its 
height in May 1886, culminating in a loose attempt at a nation-wide 
general strike for an eight-hour day. In the thick of the “eight-hour” 
strikes, the Chicago anarchists called a meeting in Hay market 
Square. Nervous police closed in on the peaceful throng; a bomb 
exploded in their midst. In itself, the occurrence was slight com
pared to the railroad violence of 1877. ^ ut because of the doubts 
and anxieties of the decade following, the Haymarket Affair was 
to go down as the most important single incident in late nineteenth 
century nativism.

Instantly, a torrent of nationalist hysteria coursed through the 
cities of the Northeast and Midwest. Unable to discover the bomb- 
thrower’s identity, Chicago authorities nevertheless sentenced six 
immigrants (five of them German) and one native American to 
death, and another German to a long prison term. In the big daily 
newspapers the stereotype of the immigrant glowed bright red, 
restriction sentiment suddenly coalesced, and editorial writers

The enemy forces are not American [but] rag-tag and bob-tail 
cutthroats of Beelzebub from the Rhine, the Danube, the Vistula 
and the Elbe.
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These people are not Americans, but the very scum and offal of 
Europe.

. . . an invasion of venomous reptiles.

. . . long-haired, wild-eyed, bad-smelling, atheistic, reckless for
eign wretches, who never did an honest hour’s work in their 
lives . . . crush such snakes . . . before they have time to bite.

There is no such thing as an American anarchist. . . . The 
American character has in it no element which can under any 
circumstances be won to uses so mistaken and pernicious . . .  a 
firm stand in favor of the right of Americans to govern Amer-
ICcl« • • •

. . .  a danger that threatens the destruction of our national edi
fice by the erosion of its moral foundations.

. . . Europe’s human and inhuman rubbish.

Our National existence, and, as well, our National and social 
institutions are at stake.42

For years the memory of Haymarket and the dread of imported 
anarchy haunted the American consciousness. No nativist image 
prevailed more widely than that of the immigrant as a lawless crea
ture, given over to violence and disorder. Ripples spread out from 
Haymarket in a dozen directions, mingling more and more subtly 
with almost every current of xenophobia. Nativistic reformers 
joined in denouncing the immigrant as an author of revolution as 
well as an agent of reaction; and for the wide public which asso
ciated Haymarket with labor militancy, the stain of foreign turbu
lence tainted the entire labor movement.43 Of course the unions on 
the whole repudiated the charge and kept their own limited at
tack on immigration free from nationalist themes. Only the most 
bourgeois of unions reflected the nativist spirit—a fact which tells 
something of its basis and appeal. The Order of Railway Con
ductors was exceptional both for its horror of strikes and for its 
unabashed, anti-radical nativism. After Haymarket, the order in
sisted that lawless foreigners were behind most of the current 
“labor troubles” and that complete suspension of immigration 
might be necessary to keep the United States from becoming a for-
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eign nation. At the same time the Railway Conductors stood for 
a partnership of labor and capital “working side by side for the 
permanent advantage of all our honest business ventures in this 
boasted land of equality. . . .” 44

Most concretely, nativist agitation manifested itself through the 
rebirth in the late eighties of an organized movement. Little na
tivist societies sprang to life, attracting lower-middle-class and 
working people to the search for unity through national conflict. 
At first some of them organized politically on the pattern of the 
prewar Know-Nothings. Three weeks after the Haymarket Affair, 
Peter D. Wigginton, a railroad attorney in California, founded the 
American party, declaring that the time had come for the Amer
ican people to take full charge of their government “to the ex
clusion of the restless revolutionary horde of foreigners who are 
now seeking our shores from every part of the world.” 45 This 
single-purpose party, while failing miserably to achieve national 
significance, made an impression for a time on politics in the San 
Francisco area. It found recruits chiefly among young workingmen 
and white-collar employees. It posed as “the real law and order 
party,” contending that foreigners incited all strikes, riots, and dis
orders. Indeed, it regarded the strike as a foreign importation. In 
the same breath, the party denounced organized capital: “Thirty 
years ago the wealth of the nation was largely distributed among 
the masses; to-day it is largely owned or controlled by compara
tively few men. Class legislation, monopolies, syndicates, rings . . . 
are written with an iron hand in the history of this increase of 
millionaires.” 46

By the i88o’s the two-party system had become too deeply en
trenched for a distinctively nativist party to repeat even the brief 
success of the Know-Nothings. Furthermore, a separate trial of 
strength had little attraction when the Republicans were showing 
signs of interest in the immigration issue. In 1887 Republican con
ventions in Pennsylvania and Ohio came out for immigration re
striction. The Republican Senator, Justin Morrill, a veteran na
tionalist in matters of tariffs and education, introduced a bill for 
general restriction. The next year the California Republican con
vention spoke its alarm over an increasing influx of foreign radi
cals.47 Aside from the short-lived American party, therefore, na-
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tivistic associations took the form of “patriotic” societies, oper
ating as pressure groups within the existing party structure.

The most powerful patriotic society of the day was an aggrega
tion of Civil War veterans, the Grand Army of the Republic, then 
climbing toward its peak membership of some four hundred thou
sand. G.A.R. spokesmen, already long practiced in nationalist at
tacks on the South, began in the late eighties to splutter over the 
immigration of foreign radicals, who were allying with “copper
heads and ex-rebels, for venomous warfare against the soldiers.” 48

The societies which cultivated the anti-radical tradition most in
sistently, however, were three secret fraternal organizations whose 
roots went back to the earlier nativist ferment of the 1840’s; the 
Order of United American Mechanics, the Junior Order United 
American Mechanics, and the Patriotic Order Sons of America. 
They had started among American workingmen exercised over 
immigrant competition, but by the eighties they were soliciting 
members from all walks of life and actually attracting, along with 
skilled workers, such people as clerks, small merchants, and minor 
public functionaries. They admitted only native whites and re
quired “that in all business transactions we shall remember our 
own nationality.” The secret of their feeble survival through the 
age of confidence lay not so much, however, in an anti-foreign 
appeal as in the insurance benefits which they provided for their 
small memberships. Each maintained a fund to aid members in times 
of sickness, death, or other distress.49

A new vigor enlivened the three orders in the late eighties. The 
Order of United American Mechanics, the only one of the three 
with a continuous existence through the Civil War period, estab
lished in 1887 a quasi-military rank, the Loyal Legion, which 
brought the organization before the public eye by parading. The 
Junior Order United American Mechanics, an offspring of the 
O.U.A.M., dissolved all ties with the parent society in 1885 and 
grew from fifteen thousand members at the end of that year to 
sixty thousand in 1889. Its strength centered in Pennsylvania, 
where all three groups had been founded.50 The Patriotic Order 
Sons of America, a postwar revival of the older Sons of America, 
entered a comparable period of expansion, its star-studded, red- 
white-and-blue regalia spreading widely through the North, Mid
west, and California. It established a feminine auxiliary, the Patri-
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otic Daughters of America (1885), and in 1887 it had the most 
successful year in its history.51

The fraternal orders all espoused an identical program. Their 
buckshot attacks on immigrants hit particularly at “Anarchists and 
all that class of heartless and revolutionary agitators” who come 
“to terrorize the community and to exalt the red flag of the com
mune above the Stars and Stripes.” 52 At the same time, the orders 
felt wider anxieties and urged a nationalist solution to social prob
lems. Only organized patriotism, they said, can save the country 
from foreigners interested in nothing but “the almighty dollar.” 
Yet patriotism, they sometimes confessed, was suffering in Amer
ica-suffering from the selfishness of plutocratic capitalists and 
striking workers. Perhaps avarice on both sides heralds an approach
ing war between labor and capital in which “the victory will be 
with the man from over the sea.” 63

While raging at imported discontent, the fraternal orders played 
on a second anti-foreign theme. They were anti-Catholic as well as 
anti-radical, though they usually put the radical issue ahead of the 
religious one. To another group of nativists, fewer perhaps in num
bers but swayed by a matchless fury, the Catholic peril loomed 
largest. For all the differences between the two traditions of ex
clusive nationalism, the crisis of the eighties revitalized both, and 
in many minds they overlapped. One nativist, for example, de
clared: “Two lines of foreign influence are now at work among 
us, both of which are fraught with evil portent to our Republic; 
one tends toward license, agrarianism, anarchy; the other tends to
ward superstition, ultramontanism, tyranny: both by different 
roads to one ultimate end, despotism/” 54

The social-economic tensions which activated the anti-radical 
movement had much to do with its anti-Catholic counterpart also. 
The sharpest manifestations of anti-Catholic nationalism occurred 
in the same “in-between” strata which fed the American party and 
the nativist fraternal orders, and religious xénophobes sometimes 
evinced the same social anxieties. Occasionally the fear of class war 
was straightforwardly confessed: in discussing the growth of an 
arrogant plutocracy and increasing envy among the idle poor, an 
anti-Catholic journal in 1889 predicted a revolution “unless the 
vast middling-class will educate the two extremes, check the power 
of the very rich and elevate the extreme poor.” More often, anti-
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Catholics imputed the antagonism between capital and labor to 
Romanist labor leaders, whom they charged with fomenting dis
content under priestly instigation.55

Along with this common basis in class cleavage, however, Protes
tant nativism had its own specific roots in religious conflict. The 
religious factor lit the anti-Catholic movement with the flame of 
fanaticism. “I believe fully,” wrote one zealot, “that the Protestant 
will win, as God is on our side, and . . .  it will be a victory, tho’ 
many a brave warrior may bite the dust. . . .  I wish I could with 
the brave cohorts of Jesus lead on to conquer, or under his blood
stained banner die. Twere a death most gladly to be hailed.” 56 
Anti-Catholic nativism might have amounted to little if, on top of 
the general crisis of the eighties, a crisis in Protestant-Catholic re
lations had not supervened.

On the whole the Catholic hierarchy, under the temperate lead
ership of Cardinal Gibbons, followed a less militant policy than it 
had in the early seventies; but some Catholic educators in the late 
eighties renewed pleas for state aid. In the special field of Indian 
schools, successful lobbying by the Bureau of Catholic Indian Mis
sions reversed the original distribution of federal funds to church- 
operated reservation schools, so that by the end of the decade 
Catholics were receiving a disproportionately large, rather than a 
disproportionately small, share of federal appropriations for Indian 
education. More important than these peripheral claims, however, 
was the tumultuous institutional growth of Catholicism itself. The 
years immediately following the Third Plenary Council in 1884 
witnessed a spectacular expansion in dioceses and especially in paro
chial schools. At the council’s bidding, each parish strove to build 
a school, and Catholic parents felt increased pressure to send their 
children there.57 At the same time non-Catholics were becoming 
increasingly insistent on a standard, compulsory system of educa
tion dominated by the secular state. A sweeping attempt to estab
lish public regulation of parochial schools convulsed Massachusetts 
from 1887 to 1889. Concurrently Ohio imposed attendance re
quirements on all schools, and Illinois and Wisconsin (where some 
Lutheran and Catholic schools used German as the language of in
struction) hotly debated legislation requiring all children to be 
taught in English.58

To great numbers of Americans the common school was becom-
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ing a potent patriotic symbol. The belief that papists might some
how gain the upper hand over it helped to endow anti-Catholic 
feeling with nationalistic significance. Thus a propaganda organi
zation formed by an eminently respectable group of New Yorkers 
in 1889 with the sole aim of guarding public education from Cath
olic aggressions called itself the National League for the Protection 
of American Institutions. It revived the movement for a constitu
tional amendment against sectarian appropriations of public funds 
and worked to end the system of federal grants to Indian mission 
schools.59 Leather-lunged anti-Catholic rabble-rousers took up the 
cry with considerably less decorum. The Reverend Justin D. Ful
ton, a veritable fountain of nativist bilge whose weekly tirades in 
Boston drew enormous crowds, devoted a whole book to the papal 
plot against the American school system, arguing that Cardinal 
Gibbons had already made himself the actual master of the United 
States.60

Another link connecting anti-Catholicism with nationalism was 
forged in the political strife of the cities. The municipal scene pre
sented a spectacle not only of class divisions and civic corruption 
but also of a sharpening political cleavage. Irish Catholic politi
cians, having served their apprenticeships as ward bosses and minor 
officeholders, were taking over the controlling positions in the 
Democratic machines. As Irish influence over one party grew 
(New York, Boston, and other cities got their first Irish mayors in 
the eighties) the old stock solidified more than ever behind the 
Republican standard. The split became so wide that in one instance 
the Democratic candidate for mayor of Chicago was opposed by 
every general English-language newspaper (except one that he 
owned), but supported by virtually the entire immigrant press and 
elected by a large majority.61 This was the half-truth in the Rever
end Samuel Burchard’s calamitous description of the Democrats 
as the party of rum and Romanism; and this shift of political power 
into Irish hands gave many a Protestant Republican such as Bur- 
chard all the evidence he wanted that the Romanists were reach
ing for the vitals of the nation.

Accordingly, the late eighties gave birth to an anti-Catholic 
movement tinged with more hysteria and suffused with a deeper 
nativism than the religious friction of the mid-seventies. But what 
most clearly distinguished the new Protestant nativism from that



of the preceding decade was its inclusion of the immigrant along 
with the priest as an object of attack. In an age relatively un
troubled with social problems, anti-Catholics had tended to re
strict their ire to the Roman hierarchy. Now they denounced im
migration as a complementary national problem. Typically they 
trembled at the Roman challenge to American freedom, rallied to 
the defense of the public school system, and urged limitations on 
immigration and naturalization.

A whole crop of secret, anti-Catholic societies sprang up, none 
of more than local consequence but scattered in many localities. 
Regardless of actual size, they usually aspired to become a domi
nant force in American politics. It is noteworthy that one of the 
earliest of the new groups arose in Chicago in 1886. Named at first 
the United Order of Deputies and later the American League, it 
attracted ten or fifteen thousand from the lower-middle and work
ing classes; it demanded that employers discharge all Romanists, 
but never realized its grandiose political ambitions.62 In the same 
year a New York political adventurer formed the Minute Men of 
1886, campaigning for the public school system and against immi
gration. The next four years saw the appearance of the Red, White 
and Blue (a super-secret little group formed by an impecunious 
bookseller to meet the perils described in Josiah Strong’s Our Coun
try), the United Order of Native Americans, the American Pa
triotic League, the Get There American Benefit Association, and 
the Loyal Men of American Liberty.63

Some of these groups worked in friendly cooperation with and 
recruited members from pre-existing anti-Catholic societies organ
ized by British immigrants. Few Americans hated the Catholic 
Irish more than did the Protestant Irish. They had composed 
most of the membership of the American Protestant Association 
ever since its formation in the 1850’s, and about 1870 they trans
planted the more bellicose Loyal Orange Institution from Great 
Britain. To these fraternal orders was added the politically con
scious British-American Association in 1887. “It is the honor of the 
Anglo-American and British-American organizations,” declared a 
nativist journal, “that they are the only foreign-born element that 
can be regarded in any sense as an organized part of this move
ment.” 64 The fact that the foreign societies gave less attention than 
the native ones to immigration restriction did not stand in the way
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of an entente between the two types, though the native-born 
groups sometimes fretted that their allies could not become “whole
hearted Americans.” 65

The organization which ultimately developed real power 
wrapped itself in the deepest secrecy in the eighties and did not, 
therefore, become generally known. The American Protective As
sociation was born in 1887 in Clinton, Iowa, a railroad junction on 
the banks of the Mississippi that claimed to be the largest manu
facturing center in the state. The A.P.A. came out of the fevered 
imagination of Henry F. Bowers, who directed it for six years. 
Bowers, a deeply pious, slightly paranoid, middle-aged widower, 
saw Catholic conspiracies everywhere. A self-taught lawyer, he 
blamed his own educational deficiencies on a subversive Jesuit con
spiracy against the public schools of Baltimore during his youth. 
Consequently he had the school question uppermost in mind.66

The immediate circumstances from which the order arose were, 
however, political and social; its origin reflected in miniature the 
general crisis of the eighties. Bowers was a close associate and ad
viser of Clinton’s mayor, Arnold Walliker, who had come into 
office with the combined support of local businessmen and the 
Knights of Labor. Walliker soon alienated the biggest corporation 
in town and also lost the backing of the Knights. His defeat for re- 
election in 1887 was due chiefly to the Irish mill workers who com
prised a large part of the union’s strength in Clinton. Convinced 
that Catholic influence had undone Walliker, Bowers and he or
ganized the A.P.A. within a week after the election. The small 
group that met in Bowers’ office to found the secret order included 
several businessmen and dissident members of the Knights of Labor 
who shared a bitter determination to thwart the growing power 
of Romanism in local politics and labor.67

Bowers’ fanaticism gave the A.P.A. its initial impetus, and the 
social tensions of the day provided recruits. He traveled widely 
through Iowa and into adjacent states, lecturing publicly on the 
Roman peril and secretly founding A.P.A. councils. Every recruit 
took an oath never to vote for a Catholic, never to employ one 
when a Protestant was available, and never to go out on strike 
with Catholics. Much of this early support came from disaffected 
union members, especially from the Knights of Labor, which was 
falling apart due to the anti-labor reaction after the Haymarket
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Affair. In some places Bowers drew mostly from railroad trainmen, 
switchmen, and clerks, who felt dissatisfied with unions and threat
ened with Irish competition. By 1890, when the National Council 
of the A.P.A. convened for the first time in Chicago rather than in 
Iowa, its local councils were flourishing in communities scattered 
from Detroit to Omaha.68

Limits of the N ew  Nativism

For the A.P.A., and also for the whole modern nativist move
ment, the 1880’s were formative years; they brought nothing to 
fruition. As an organized force, xenophobia remained fragmentary. 
As a legislative program, it achieved nothing beyond the contract 
labor law. Even as a point of view, it was incomplete. Long-sub
merged fears of European threats to American freedom had, to be 
sure, reawakened, but the sense of danger had only begun to press 
against America’s cosmopolitan traditions. Confidence in the proc
ess of assimilation and in the resulting fusion of a superior nation
ality was still widespread. For all of the talk of foreign dangers, 
hardly anyone denied the ultimate success of assimilation. The, 
most advanced restrictionists still boasted of America’s absorptive 
powers, contending only that the process was becoming too slow 
for safety. Significantly, the pro-restrictionist Philadelphia Press 
commented in 1888: “The strong stomach of American civilization 
may, and doubtless will, digest and assimilate ultimately this un
savory and repellent throng. . . .  In time they catch the spirit of 
the country and form an element of decided worth.” 69

The old pride in America as a home of the oppressed survived 
more feebly than the melting-pot idea. The concept of an Amer
ican haven for people discontented with their own governments 
exerted little fascination for an age that feared revolution. But 
though the idea was not often invoked, it was rarely repudiated. 
The grand dedication ceremonies for the Statue of Liberty in Oc
tober 1886 passed off without a single reference to the poetic wel
come that Emma Lazarus had penned three years before to “hud
dled masses yearning to breathe free.” Orators expatiated far more 
on liberty radiating outward into the world than on oppression 
seeking refuge here.70

Along with the force of inherited beliefs, other factors curbed
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the fledgling nativism of the eighties. Xenophobia had geographical 
as well as intellectual limits. Despite some western concern over a 
diminishing land supply, anti-foreign and anti-Catholic sentiment 
thrived chiefly in the urban areas of the Northeast and the older 
Middle West. Newspapers west of the Mississippi and south of the 
Mason and Dixon Line still favored immigration, in contrast to 
the critical tone developing in the press of more thickly settled 
areas.71 In the South, particularly, the dominant groups clamored 
for a larger white population and met no opposition in doing so. 
Although few immigrants actually materialized, the “New South” 
clung through the 1880’s to the business dream of industrial prog
ress and population growth. Likewise, the Catholic issue failed to 
arouse interest there. Accordingly, none of the nativist societies 
penetrated south of Virginia. A member of the Order of United 
American Mechanics tried to establish a council in Florida but had 
to disband it. Those who joined soon lost interest, while outsiders 
considered the order dangerously akin to a labor union.72 The im
migrants were urban people, their church was an urban institu
tion, and the initial attacks on them were related to problems that 
centered in the cities of the North.

A final limitation remains to be mentioned. The authentic na
tivism of the eighties contained no assertion of—much less any em
phasis upon—a broad, fundamental distinction between immigrant 
types. In its anti-immigrant aspect, the hatred struck at foreigners 
indiscriminately. Particular targets, such as German anarchists, 
Irish Catholics, and Slavic contract labor, might receive the brunt 
of the attack, but in each case the xénophobe interpreted his par
ticular enemy as symbolic of a generalized foreign danger. He 
made no effort to select any part of the immigrant stream as the 
bearer of all of its vice. The point is important, for historians have 
usually traced the beginnings of modern nativism to a shift in the 
sources of immigration, a shift from an “old immigration” of north
western Europeans to a “new immigration” from southern and 
eastern Europe. A turn in the immigrant tide was indeed under 
way in the eighties, but later observers saw it more clearly and took 
it more seriously than anyone could at the time. Nobody yet un
derstood that a deep and permanent change in the whole course 
of immigration was under way. As late as 1891 journalists dis-
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missed “the increase from undesirable sources” as a temporary phe
nomenon.73

Although the differences between “old” and “new” immigrants 
were much less sharp and the shift occurred much less abruptly 
than twentieth century nativists have taught us to believe, those 
abstractions do summarize a significant transition. In the late nine
teenth century the impulse to emigrate reached progressively 
deeper into Europe, uprooting more and more remote peoples. 
The Slavic and Italian influx to Pennsylvania began in the seven
ties, and by 1880 the Great Lakes region also had substantial clus
ters of Poles, while New York’s Lower East Side contained 
crowded districts of Italians and Russo-Polish Jews.74 That year 
saw a sudden jump in immigration from Italy and Hungary; in the 
next, pogroms hurried a mass exodus of Jews from the Russian 
Empire. Throughout the eighties, Italian, Slavic, and Yiddish im
migration increased. The peasants from these lands beyond the 
Alps lived much closer to serfdom than did the folk of western 
Europe, who were still pouring into the United States in undi
minished numbers; and the eastern European Jews were seeing a 
world outside of the ghetto for the first time. By western Euro
pean standards, the masses of southern and eastern Europe were 
educationally deficient, socially backward, and bizarre in appear
ance.

Long before the coming of the new immigration, the common 
people of eastern Europe had excited in Americans a simple, ethno
centric repugnance which marked the great social distance between 
them. The few Americans who had any firsthand contact with the 
eastern European masses in the early and mid-nineteenth century 
often judged them more personally distasteful than the immigrant 
groups which were presenting an immediate issue. An old-fash
ioned New York gentleman in the 1830’s burst out: “A dirty Irish
man is bad enough, but he’s nothing comparable to a nasty . . . 
Italian loafer.” American travelers in Europe felt a similar con
tempt. “The lowest Irish are far above the level of these crea
tures,” John Fiske observed in Italy. Even Emerson had been 
thankful that immigration brought “the light complexion, the blue 
eyes of Europe,” that “the black eyes, the black drop, the Europe 
of Europe, is left.” And in the early seventies, at the peak of 
America’s receptiveness to immigrants, native settlers refused to
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move into the same vicinity with a Polish colony in Illinois, the 
land nearby long remaining vacant.75

That the arrival of the new immigrants in large numbers would 
generate instant dislike was, therefore, only to be expected. But the 
initial hostility they suffered consisted almost wholly of the con
ventional reaction against their culture and appearance. Except 
perhaps where they were caught up in domestic tensions such as 
those in the Pennsylvania coal fields, the southern and eastern Eu
ropeans did not as yet seem a distinctive threat to national unity 
or survival. Thus the criticism of the Italians and of the Jews—the 
groups which fared worst in most places—fastened on stereotyped 
traits, not on imputations of subversive activity or total unassimila- 
bility.

The Italians were often thought to be the most degraded of the 
European newcomers. They were swarthy, more than half of them 
were illiterate, and almost all were victims of a standard of living 
lower than that of any of the other prominent nationalities. They 
were the ragpickers and the poorest of common laborers; in one 
large city their earnings averaged 40 per cent less than those of 
the general slum-dweller.76 Wherever they went, a distinctive so
briquet followed them. “You don’t call . . .  an Italian a white 
man?” a West Coast construction boss was asked. “No, sir,” he 
answered, “an Italian is a Dago.” 77 Also, they soon acquired a 
reputation as bloodthirsty criminals. Since southern Italians had 
never learned to fight with their fists, knives flashed when they 
brawled among themselves or jostled with other immigrants. Soon 
a penologist was wondering how the country could build prisons 
which Italians would not prefer to their own slum quarters. On 
the typical Italian the prison expert commented: “The knife with 
which he cuts his bread he also uses to lop off another ‘dago’s’ 
finger or ear. . . . He is quite as familiar with the sight of human 
blood as with the sight of the food he eats.” 78

The reception of eastern European Jews in the few great cities 
where they first settled was hardly less adverse. Almost as strange 
to the German Jews who had preceded them as to the native Amer
icans, these impoverished, undernourished refugees wore long black 
coats and untamed beards, practiced a distinctive religious ritual, 
and spoke their own language—Yiddish—with vivid gesticulations. 
Doubtless they were dirty; such at least was the initial and con-



temptuous image their presence inspired. The New York Tribune 
in 1882 noted blandly: “Numerous complaints have been made in 
regard to the Hebrew immigrants who lounge about Battery Park, 
obstructing the walks and sitting on the chains. Their filthy condi
tion has caused many of the people who are accustomed to go to 
the park to seek a little recreation and fresh air to give up this 
practice. The immigrants also greatly annoy the persons who cross 
the park to take the boats to Coney Island, Staten Island and Brook
lyn. The police have had many battles with these newcomers, who 
seem determined to have their own way/’ 79 To this first impres
sion unfriendly observers soon added the traditional Shylock 
stereotype. Many of the Jewish immigrants started out in America 
with a peddler’s pack. Since the railroads and the mail order houses 
had deprived peddlers of a useful function as rural distributors, 
however, they competed raucously in the city streets. Here, to 
many Americans, was the very personification of avarice and cun
ning. “Money is their God,” wrote Jacob Riis of the Russian Jews 
as a whole.80

Painful though these epithets were, they failed to touch the 
springs of nationalism. Nativists in the eighties almost wholly ig
nored the rising new immigration. The points of departure for 
modern American nativism lay not in external stimuli but in in
ternal conditions, not in new peoples or ideas but in new problems 
reacting upon the recessive traditions of American nationalism. 
The problems, to be sure, were not completely novel. They in
cluded such recurrent issues as religious conflict and economic 
competition, but these functioned within a larger context both 
startling and unfamiliar. For the first time in American history 
(with the partial exception of the Federalist era) a sizeable section 
of opinion made the momentous and troubling discovery that the 
United States confronted the social ills of the Old World.
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The Nationalist Nineties

Still I think that . . . the one last surviving popular ideal of 
patriotism will save us from tumbling to pieces this time.

—Henry Adams, 1896

The crisis of the eighties passed imperceptibly into the deeper 
strain and anguish of the nineties. No clear division separated the 
two decades, either in the history of nativism or in the general 
course of American civilization. The period from about 1885 to 
1897 was one of recurring calamities and almost unrelieved discon
tent, culminating in the savage depression of 1893-1897. In the in
dustrial North and in the farming regions west and south of it, 
masses of Americans groped to escape the dominance of an un
compromising plutocracy—and groped in vain. Meanwhile, fear of 
the stranger accumulated on all sides, mounting into hatred, burst
ing into violence, and intruding into politics. Nativist movements 
occupied a significant place among the rising currents of national 
feeling that swept the decade. None of these chauvinistic enthusi
asms quite overcame America’s optimistic and cosmopolitan her
itage, just as the underlying fears of a closed society were never 
fully realized. But the unsolved problems of an industrial, urban 
culture grew steadily more vexing; and the nativist response be
came more general, more insistent, and more explicitly nationalist.

Unrest in an Age of Depression

Industrial warfare sputtered on during the early and mid-nine
ties, as rebellious employees continued to clash with unyielding
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employers. The governors of at least five states called out National 
Guard units in the summer of 1892 on occasions of industrial vio
lence, and at Homestead, Pennsylvania, steel workers fought head 
on with an army of private detectives. Two years later, during an
other crescendo of discontent, the tremendous Pullman strike un
leashed idle mobs in the Chicago railroad yards and brought 
United States courts and soldiers into the battle on the company 
side. The spirit of rebellion was abroad in rural America too; south
ern and western farmers were defying the reigning economic 
orthodoxies and the existing party structure alike in the angriest 
political crusade of their lives. Their determination to redeem 
from government what seemed lost to monopoly heightened year 
by year, leading through Populism into Bryanism and the election 
of 1896. Privileged groups resisted every challenge as doggedly as 
the federal government clung to a gold standard, but the protests 
could no more be stopped than could the steady drain on the 
Treasury’s gold reserve.

If public finances were bad, private ones were often worse. A 
wave of business failures in 1893 ushered in four years of depres
sion. Soon, millions were out of work, many to become tramps, 
some to collect in little bands marching on Washington as “peti
tions on boots.” This national economic breakdown may not, in it
self, have wrought more suffering than the depression of the seven
ties, but it came at a more anxious moment and afflicted a society 
less confident of its general state of health. The “panic of ’93” 
gave an important impetus to nativism because it climaxed several 
years of baffled discontent.

In pondering the practical issue of immigration restriction, both 
capital and organized labor moved gradually and steadily in the 
anti-foreign direction they had begun to take during the preceding 
decade. The conditions that engendered mutual hostility between 
employers and unionists subjected to mounting strain the ties that 
linked them to the immigrants. Evidence of foreign participation 
in strikes continued to work on business opinion. The Commercial 
and Financial Chronicle felt a new zeal for restriction after a Rus
sian-born anarchist tried to kill Henry Clay Frick, Pittsburgh in
dustrialist, in 1892. The same year the National Board of Trade, 
prompted by its Chicago and New York affiliates, came out over
whelmingly for a plan to admit only immigrants passing an inspec-
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tion by American consuls overseas.1 Thus some of the confusion 
in business thinking was becoming resolved, even before the panic, 
in favor of a moderate degree of restriction. On the other hand, 
many business leaders hesitated before decisive action, fearful of 
complicating production problems in an effort to solve social prob
lems. The New York Journal of Commerce held defiantly to the 
traditional position, arguing for free immigration on the ground 
that men, like cows, are expensive to raise and a gift of either 
should be gladly received. “A man,” the paper added, “can be put 
to more valuable use than a cow.” 2

The long downward plunge of the depression stopped this line 
of argument. The happy pastime of calculating the dollar value 
of each new arrival passed into neglect. Instead, businessmen re
flected on how unemployed aliens burdened the community and 
enlarged the stagnant pool of unused manpower. Seen in a con
text of hunger and want, the newcomer appeared more than ever 
a danger to society. In 1894 the National Board of Trade deliber
ated, though it did not adopt, a new and advanced proposal to 
restrict immigration by a test of literacy. Other groups did take 
a determined stand. Arguing for thoroughgoing restriction, the 
general manager of the American Iron and Steel Association main
tained that the depression was greatly aggravated by “the pres
ence among us of thousands of idle and vicious foreigners who 
have not come here to work for a living but to stir up strife and 
to commit crime.” 3 These sentiments became sufficiently popu
lar by the mid-nineties to win support for a strict literacy test of 
immigration from a number of business organizations: the Boston 
Merchants Association, the Boston Chamber of Commerce, the 
Seattle Chamber of Commerce, The Chicago Board of Trade, and 
the Commercial Travellers of the United States.4

Like the economic ties binding industrialists to immigrants, the 
ethnic and idealistic bonds between American- and European-born 
workers were weakening. The distinction between voluntary and 
induced immigration, which organized labor cultivated so assidu
ously through the eighties, was now wearing thin. As the new im
migration continued to expand in the early nineties, the unions had 
to face the fact that this was no mere conspiracy on the part of 
employers. Organized labor confronted a clear choice between na-
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tional and international loyalties. Painfully, it adjusted itself to na
tionalism.

The declining Knights of Labor, which was fast losing its char
acter as a workers’ movement, came out for a general restriction 
of immigration in 1892. At Powderley’s warning that American 
liberty was slipping away, the Knights proposed the exclusion of 
all immigrants who lacked sufficient resources to support them
selves for a year after landing.5

The American Federation of Labor and its member unions 
yielded less easily. They still had great numbers of foreign-born 
members and strong international sympathies. A.F.L. President 
Samuel Gompers was well in advance of the rank and file. This 
rough-hewn, pugnacious man was himself a Jewish immigrant boy 
from England, and he had risen to labor leadership through a New 
York industry—cigar-making—which was exposed to wave after 
wave of immigrants. Around 1890, when Gompers was first adopt
ing a restrictionist position, cigar-making was receiving a new in
flux of immigrant labor, a flood of Russian Jews. This was a group 
whose arrival many older Jewish immigrants feared and resented. 
Gompers brought the immigration issue before the A.F.L. con
vention in 1891 with a plea for “relief from this pressing evil.” 
The convention replied that further restriction was unnecessary.6 
Only after 1893 did nativist agitation become widespread among 
the unions; then three more years passed before it bore much fruit.

With the coming of the depression, want embittered all of the 
unsatisfied resentments of preceding years. Now labor papers 
teemed with discussion of immigration, and editors strove to con
vince their members of its danger. John Swinton, a prominent 
labor editor, put the case with crystal clearness: the supply of 
labor has far outstripped the demand, immigrants add to the 
crowds of unemployed in the cities, capitalists exploit the situation 
by hiring workers on their own terms, and there is no escape to the 
West now that the “free lands of other years are fenced in.” Other 
labor spokesmen branded cosmopolitan ideas as sentimental and 
erected self-preservation as a patriotic alternative: “We sympa
thize with the oppressed of the Old World, but we . . . are as a 
country . . .  in the position of any other asylum whose dormi
tories are full up. . . . The American movement is strictly Amer
ican. . . . We cannot go abroad and hope to lift up the labor of
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the world. . . . The selfishness that provides for the home and 
protection of the family from want or danger is the only spirit in 
which this question may be considered successfully.” 7

Foreign-born and internationalist workers replied by appealing 
to the brotherhood of man and by blaming the capitalists rather 
than the immigrants for labor’s troubles. The Boston Central Labor 
Union thought it detected a revival of the principle of the Fugitive 
Slave Laws in immigration restriction.8 This opposition prevented 
action at the A.F.L. conventions in 1894 and 1896, but the next 
year restrictionists finally secured official endorsement of the liter
acy test. By then several other labor organizations had already done 
so—no great number. A few unions were also beginning to exclude 
from membership aliens who had not declared their intention to 
become citizens.9 Organized labor moved with the nativist tide in 
the nineties, but certainly not in advance of it, or with full as
surance.

While the leading interest groups concerned with immigration 
struggled to define their point of view, nativist tendencies func
tioned much more powerfully beyond their ranks. Even the work
ingman’s economic jealousy had freer play outside of the con
fines of official union policy. The fear of job competition from 
foreigners contributed to a host of incidents and movements; most 
tangibly, it appeared in restrictions on employment. Under the 
pressure of intense and prolonged unemployment, several state leg
islatures went far beyond the pinprick discriminations of the pre
vious decade. In 1894 and 1895 New York and Pennsylvania ex
cluded all aliens (not just those who had not yet declared their 
intention to become citizens) from jobs on state and local public 
works.10 Since immigrants traditionally did most of the common 
labor in the North, the new laws threatened to close a large op
portunity to them. Idaho, where mining was suffering from the 
slump, also prohibited private corporations from hiring aliens who 
had not declared their intention to become citizens.

Economic discrimination reached a peak in two Pennsylvania 
statutes sponsored by coal miners in 1897. One set up residence 
and language requirements for certification as a miner. The other 
required employers to deduct a special state tax from the wages 
of all alien laborers.11 This levy on the most poorly paid and un
derprivileged group in the state—“a vicious species of class legisla-



tion” in the words of the highest Pennsylvania court—did not sur
vive a legal test. In general the courts in the late nineteenth cen
tury took an old-fashioned view of the civil rights of aliens and 
held such statutes contrary to the Fourteenth Amendment.12 Their 
enactment, however, reveals vividly the impact of depression on 
nativism.

Yet, discriminatory legislation was far from common, and fear 
of direct economic competition from immigrants must have af
fected only limited groups and regions. A depression environment 
exacerbated anti-foreign sentiment in much broader, though less 
obvious, ways. In accounting for the main trends of xenophobia 
in the nineties one can never wholly separate the economic col
lapse from the social turmoil that accompanied it.

One of the outstanding nativist consequences of this combined 
social and economic breakdown was a nation-wide extension of 
the attack on immigration. Before the blighted nineties, anti-immi
grant agitation had made little headway outside of the industrial 
North. Although the issue of land monopoly had already provoked 
some xenophobia in the South and in the trans-Mississippi West, it 
was scattered and sporadic. The Northeast and Old Northwest 
still remained the centers of nativism, but the fever now spread 
throughout the land, infecting all sections and every class.

The farmers’ economic status deteriorated rapidly from 1890 on, 
and in the accumulating agrarian protest movements a distrust of 
foreign influence grew more marked.13 But until the depression, 
important western newspapers welcomed European settlers and 
denounced the restrictionist clamor in the East. The South was 
wedded still more firmly to the traditional business gospel of im
migration as a key to material development. Southern Congress
men put up the only vigorous opposition to a mild strengthening 
of immigration laws in 1891. As late as the spring of 1893, an of
ficial British investigator concluded that stringent immigration re
striction was unlikely in the United States because of the resistance 
of the South and West.14

Just at that time, however, nativism was becoming nation-wide 
under the pressure of nation-wide distress. In the West conserva
tive and radical spokesmen alike cried out against a European in
vasion. Three legislatures petitioned Congress to check it. Indis
criminate immigration, said Wyoming, “now threatens to over-
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whelm this nation.” It “threaten [s] the perpetuity of our institu
tions,” echoed California. The state of Washington wanted Con
gress to prohibit all immigration for ten years.15 In several north
western states, societies to promote immigration maintained a feeble 
existence but endorsed the principle of restriction.16 When a show
down came in Congress in 1896-97, the area west of the Missouri 
River voted almost unanimously for general immigration restriction.

Xenophobia rapidly gained ground in the South as well. The 
most various types—businessmen, lawyers, educators, Populists— 
raised their voices against “this mass of European corruption.” 17 By 
1896, a good majority of southern Senators and Representatives 
had swung over to restriction. On the other hand, the South, the 
section with the fewest immigrants, still had the greatest lust for 
them. Regional and state immigration associations, though much 
less active than in earlier years, continued to meet at the behest 
of the railroads and their political and economic allies. And in 
Congress every other part of the country cast a heavier vote for 
restriction. On one key vote in the House of Representatives the 
pro-restrictionist majority of 193 included thirty-nine southerners, 
but of the thirty-seven Congressmen who voted against restriction, 
twenty-four came from the South as against seven from the Mid- 
Atlantic states, three from the Midwest, two from New England, 
and one from the trans-Missouri West.18 Thus the economic tem
pests of the nineties swept West and South into nativist ranks but 
left a powerful opposition still entrenched in the latter.

Aside from this expansion of appeal, perhaps the commonest dif
ference between the nativisms of the eighties and the nineties was 
one of intensity. The general temperature was hotter in the latter 
decade. We may read it by various gauges, for the intensification of 
nativism was apparent in action and legislation as well as in senti
ment. Much of the evidence of this new intensity concerns the 
specific foci of agitation and is reserved for later pages. One over
all aspect is relevant here as a keynote to the whole decade. Na- 
tivists in the 1890’s repeatedly championed the values of national
ism in a very conscious, explicit way. They discovered that Amer
ican patriotism was undergoing a decline, a decline due partly to 
the immigrant’s disruptive and disloyal tendencies. They pleaded 
for a reawakened sense of nationality. Sometimes, in place of any 
specific accusation against the newcomers, they argued simply that



a great nation requires a homogeneous people.19 Nativists now were 
not just reflecting a revival of nationalism; they were its conscious 
apostles.

In this respect nativism formed but one part—though an impor
tant part—of the tide of national feeling that beat upon the Amer
ican public during the last decade of the century. The period re
sounded with organized campaigns to arouse a vigorous “Amer
icanism.” Flag exercises, replete with special salutes and pledges, 
spread throughout the public schools along with agitation for in
culcating patriotism. Among well-to-do, status-conscious circles, 
over a dozen hereditary patriotic societies sprang up in the early 
nineties t;o cultivate a keener, more exclusive sense of nationality. 
Beginning with the Sons of the American Revolution in 1889, 
these prestige organizations embarked on a round of banquets, re
ceptions, and celebrations. Their principal theme was always the 
dire importance of perpetuating the pure American spirit of one’s 
ancestors.20 Meanwhile a tempest raged within the ranks of the 
Roman Gatholic hierarchy in the United States, as a group of na
tionalistic clerics, largely Irish in background, denounced many of 
their German-American brethren for resisting Americanization 
and clinging to a divided loyalty. The chief socialist movement of 
the day called itself Nationalism and proposed “to realize the idea 
of the nation with a grandeur and completeness never before con
ceived.” 21 Above all, these sentiments manifested themselves in 
astonishingly belligerent attitudes toward foreign governments. 
Jingoism was the most aggressive expression of late nineteenth cen
tury nationalism.

As early as 1889, when the United States asserted sweeping 
rights over the Bering Sea, public opinion was becoming sensitive 
to minor international controversies. Two years later there was 
talk of war with Italy and, because of a sailors’ brawl in a Valpa
raiso saloon, a more serious threat of conflict with Chile. In 1895 
jingoist frenzy brought the United States close to war with Britain 
for the odd reason that Venezuela disputed her boundary with 
British Guiana. At that point the Cuban Revolution absorbed the 
jingoes in a crescendo of excitement culminating in the Spanish- 
American War. It is hard to doubt that these bellicose outbursts 
flowed from the same domestic frustrations that generated nativ
ism. The first important harbinger of both jingoism and nativism
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was Josiah Strong, whose attack on immigration accompanied a 
grandiose vision of global conquest. Not all jingoes were nativists 
or all nativists jingoes, but both the aggressive psychology of the 
one and the defensive reaction of the other provided instinctive 
rallying points for a society dubious of its capacity to compose its 
conflicts.22

To put the matter another way, when the troubles of the late 
nineteenth century raised doubts of the nation’s stamina, two short 
cuts for restoring confidence presented themselves: disunity might 
be rationalized as a product of foreign influence, or denied by a 
compensatory demonstration of national virility. One response led 
toward protective measures at home, such as immigration restric
tion; the other encouraged an offensive posture abroad. Of the 
two, the jingoist tactic was more exhilarating than the nativist 
and closer to the habitual strut and swagger of the American spirit. 
It had, therefore, a greater immediate impact. Nativism fell short of 
its major objectives in the nineties, while jingoism carried the day.

As early as the late eighties, according to a scholarly observer at 
the time, Fourth of July orators were boasting of American na
tional power instead of America’s freedom from the social ills of 
Europe. And in 1896 a leading magazine described the public mood 
as follows:

This uncertainty and difference of opinion within party ranks 
have bred general suspicion and universal irritability. Moreover, 
the loose . . . talk about American principles and the American 
flag which has been in the air for the last two or three years has 
borne its fruit in what might be called an explosive condition of 
opinion in some sections of the country. . . . newspapers . . . 
have formed the habit of talking about foreign countries as if 
they were all the enemies of the United States, and as if to be a 
true American involved hatred of everything French, English, 
German, Italian, or Spanish. . . .  In the general uncertainty 
about domestic questions, the confessed inability to deal with 
the currency question . . . and the hopeless groping about for 
something definite to stand on, the members of Congress have 
rushed pell-mell through any door of escape into a foreign field. 
The result has been that both parties have outdone each other in
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an attempt to take the most extreme positions and use the most
violent language. . . .23

But if jingoism outdistanced nativism, it also aggravated it. The 
two anti-foreign movements—one international, the other internal- 
complemented each other, so that the jingoist atmosphere of the 
decade helps to explain the depth and intensity of its nativism. A 
public opinion chafing for conquest abroad was not likely to 
forego similar satisfactions at home. Furthermore, the jingo spirit 
jeopardized immigrant minorities very directly by creating a new 
sense of insecurity. After 1890 at least a flickering consciousness 
of global dangers and rivalries intruded upon the American pub
lic’s complacent aloofness toward foreign relations; and a series of 
diplomatic crises shook the feeling of military security, which was 
one of the last bulwarks against nativism still intact. Consequently, 
the immigrants’ national loyalties became a matter of greater mo
ment, and suspicions that they harbored disloyal attachments to 
some threatening world power were more easily aroused.

Most of the foundations of the age of confidence had already 
been rudely shaken. One of them, indifference to social problems, 
had cracked in the eighties. A second basis of confidence, easy 
expectations of endless material expansion, was challenged by the 
restrictions of monopoly, the passing of the frontier, and the ex
perience of grinding depression. When a wave of jingoism swept 
over the old indifference to international problems, the principal 
conditions upholding the assimilationist faith of the post-Civil War 
period were all in peril.

Anti-Catholicism Rampant

If nativism burst some of the limits that had previously confined 
it, its over-all ideological structure nevertheless remained for the 
most part unchanged. Grounded in social circumstances similar to 
those of the eighties, the nativism of the 1890’s perpetuated all of 
the anti-foreign complaints that had circulated during the earlier 
decade. To reformers, the immigrants were the source of municipal 
squalor and corruption,24 to workingmen a drag on wages, to mili
tant Protestants the tools of Rome; and to nearly all their critics 
the newcomers were agents of discord and strife. Thomas Nixon
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Carver, a conservative economist, blamed them for precipitating 
a labor problem by widening the class gulf between capital and 
labor; the Nation on one occasion attributed the deep agrarian 
unrest in the West to “peasants fresh from Europe”; and the major 
strikes of the decade evoked repeated references to dangerous for
eign rabbles. Consequently, the anti-radical tradition remained a 
major nativist attitude, picturing the foreigner as steeped in anar
chism or at least as an incendiary menace to that orderly freedom 
which Americans alone could supposedly preserve.25 And anti- 
Catholicism, in continuing to provide an alternative theme, blos
somed spectacularly.

The vitality of both traditions is striking in view of the fact 
that both targets, the anarchist and the Pope, were less vulnerable 
to attack after 1890 than they had been before. Judged objectively, 
these nativist symbols should have seemed progressively less men
acing, for the circumstances of the decade lent diminishing sup
port to conceptions of the immigrant as an agent of either prole
tarian revolution or papal despotism. The most serious unrest de
veloped among the native-born farmers who composed the Populist 
party; the most alarming strikes appeared among English-speaking 
steel workers and railroad employees.26 The anarchist movement 
was broken in Chicago, internally divided in New York, and— 
except for an individual attack on Henry Clay Frick—outside of 
the public eye. Likewise, the Catholic Church gave less occasion 
for religious nativism than it had a few years before. After 1890 
thé specific conflicts of the previous decade over relations between 
church and state reached a better adjustment, and the leading 
Catholic prelates went out of their way to demonstrate their at
tachment to American institutions. Non-Catholic pressure for state 
regulation of parochial schools abated, the federal government 
gradually withdrew from collaboration with religious bodies in 
Indian education, and prominent Catholic spokesmen showed a 
friendlier attitude toward the public school system. To be sure, a 
vast public display of Catholic strength at the time of the Chicago 
World’s Fair caused some heartburning, and the appointment in the 
same year of Archbishop Francis Satolli as the Pope’s first perma
nent delegate to the United States struck a number of Protestants 
as an act of insidious aggression.27 But these were minor incidents.

In the case of anti-radicalism the fact that the target was less in
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evidence did seem to blunt the hostility. Even the most irrational 
attitudes secure a focus from the objective situation which they 
represent as well as misrepresent; “prejudices/’ in distorting real
ity, still reflect it. Revolutionary immigrants never caused enough 
real, sustained anxiety in the nineteenth century to rouse Congress 
to a legislative ban.28 Although an explicit anti-radical nativism 
persisted, to a considerable extent the image of foreign radicals be
came diffuse. It tended to dissolve into vaguer visions of foreign 
license, lawlessness, and disorder. The adversary usually remained 
a symbol of unruly discontent, but he assumed a more protean, in
definite shape. Often he seemed to lose almost all distinguishing 
traits and become simply un-American, so that the anti-radical 
tradition partially blended with jingoism. Thus the hereditary 
patriotic societies, while characterizing “the foreign element” as 
abandoned to anarchy, socialism, and lawlessness, more frequently 
reduced the newcomer’s crime to simpler terms: he “threatens to 
smother and obliterate American predominance, American influ
ence, and American ideas and institutions.” 29

On the other hand, anti-Catholic nativism retained its piercing 
directness and redoubled its energy. Catholics, after all, were still 
prominent on the American scene, their multiplying churches 
ever more visible in the cities of the North and West, their influ
ence in local politics undiminished. In fact, the general Democratic 
victories in the elections of 1890 and 1892 inevitably worked to the 
advantage of Irish politicians and therefore exacerbated anti-Catho
lic feeling; for Protestant xénophobes interpreted the election re
sults, of course, as further Roman aggression.30 Perhaps, too, the 
idea that papal minions posed a subversive threat to national free
dom was so deeply entrenched in myth and memory that it needed 
relatively little objective confirmation.

No other xenophobia functioned in so highly organized a way 
as anti-Romanism. Its agencies, aside from the Protestant churches 
themselves, were of three types. The ad hoc committees, such as 
the National League for the Protection of American Institu
tions or the Citizens’ Committee of One Hundred of Cook County, 
worked in the open, endeavoring to mobilize broad support for 
specific legislative objectives. The nativist fraternal orders col
laborated in such lobbying activities but otherwise held aloof from 
politics. The orders functioned more as prestige groups than as



pressure groups, in that sense resembling the hereditary patriotic 
societies which served a higher social stratum. The Junior Order 
United American Mechanics, combining anti-radical with anti- 
Catholic nativism, emerged in the nineties as the undisputed leader 
among such organizations. It reached a membership of 160,000 and 
took a vigorous part in the agitation for immigration restriction.31

Neither the ad hoc committee nor the old-fashioned fraternal 
order approached in militancy the political secret society. It alone 
could satisfy the urge for political power. A struggle to drive the 
Irish Catholic adversary from his position in American politics 
offered very real rewards, and the lure of power provided one of 
the outstanding incentives for anti-Catholic organizations. Among 
groups of this type, the American Protective Association most 
effectively exploited both the political ambitions and the broad, 
national anxieties on which anti-Catholicism throve. It absorbed 
many of the other nativist societies which had sprouted in the 
eighties and dominated the gaudiest wave of religious nativism in 
fifty years.

Until 1893 the A.P.A. grew steadily but unspectacularly in the 
upper Mississippi Valley from eastern Nebraska to Michigan, tak
ing root in larger towns and cities where Catholics were rising in 
political and social status. Under Henry F. Bowers’ persevering 
leadership, the organization combined some of the characteristics 
of a secret fraternal order with a primary interest in politics. 
Bowers, who was a devoted Mason, presumably borrowed heavily 
from Masonry in concocting a black and yellow regalia, an elabo
rate initiation, and a recreational program. More important, Ma
sonic lodges, being tinged by an anti-Catholic heritage, provided a 
source of membership for the A.P.A., and often a body of political 
allies.32 By 1891 the A.P.A. was strongly established in Omaha and 
helped the Republicans, whom it endorsed, to sweep that usually 
Democratic city by large majorities. Twelve months later, in Sagi
naw, Michigan, the A.P.A. elected William S. Linton to Congress, 
where he remained its chief spokesman. Yet, up to 1893, member
ship did not exceed seventy thousand.33

That year the society flared suddenly into national prominence, 
first tightening its grip on the Midwest and then spreading east
ward and westward. It grew very rapidly throughout the Great 
Lakes area, crossed into western New York and Pennsylvania, and
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pushed as far east as Massachusetts. In November 1893, it claimed 
ten thousand members in Columbus, Ohio, sixteen thousand in 
Buffalo, and similar strength in Pittsburgh.34 Meanwhile A.P.A. 
councils blossomed in Denver and other Rocky Mountain towns, 
in San Francisco, and in Seattle. During the first half of 1894 the 
A.P.A. reached its crest. Altogether, it may have enrolled a cumu
lative total of half a million members. Although it was becoming 
an important force in a number of East and West Coast cities, 
the center of its power remained in the Midwest. Michigan, Ohio, 
and Minnesota were probably the leading A.P.A. states, in approxi
mately that order. An effort to organize the South made little 
headway below Kentucky. (Southerners were generally apathetic 
toward anti-Catholicism and viewed the A.P.A. as a Republican 
tool.) Everywhere the movement got the great bulk of its support 
in urban communities, although its influence now spread into rural 
areas of the Midwest also.35

Some of this growth resulted from the new leadership which 
the A.P.A. acquired in 1893. Control passed from Bowers’ elderly 
hands into the more agile ones of William J. Traynor, who had 
built a strong organization in Michigan as president of the state 
council. “Whiskey Bill,” as the Catholics called him, was a former 
saloonkeeper, a nativist newspaper publisher, and a veteran of the 
Order of the American Union, with long experience in promoting 
anti-Catholic organizations. He had a keener political sense than 
Bowers and immediately launched an aggressive organizing drive.36 
But the tide of sentiment he manipulated was surely not of his 
making. The upthrust of the A.P.A. corresponded too closely to 
the general expansion and intensification of nativism to be due 
chiefly to internal causes. Only the depression of 1893 can ade
quately explain the surge of Protestant nativism that year.

A.P.A. organizers hastened to exploit the climate of economic 
disaster. Wherever men would listen, they blamed the collapse 
on the Catholics, who had started a run on the banks—so the story 
went—in order to disrupt the economic system and thus prepare 
the way for Rome’s seizure of power. A.P.A. speakers told crowds 
of unemployed that their jobs had gone to a flood of immigrants 
unloosed on America by papal agents. To prove their charges, the 
agitators invented and distributed very widely a document en
titled, “Instructions to Catholics,” supposedly from the Pope. From



82 T H E  N A T I O N A L I S T  N I N E T I E S

this, the credulous learned that Rome was preparing desperate 
measures to get jobs for Catholic immigrants: “In order to find 
employment for the many thousands of the faithful who are com
ing daily to swell the ranks of our catholic army, which will in 
due time possess this land, we must secure control of . . . every 
enterprise requiring labor . . . this will render it necessary to 
remove or crowd out the American heretics who are now em
ployed.” 37

Since the depression embittered class conflict, the A.P.A. profited 
from social as well as economic frustrations. For lower-middle and 
working class people bewildered by the clash of organized capital 
and organized labor, the A.P.A. preached the same message carried 
by the smaller nativist societies of the eighties—but preached it 
more widely and explicitly. Industrial unrest was explained as 
simply another form of papal subversion. According to the A.P.A., 
the Catholics, sometimes in the person of T. V. Powderley, were 
fomenting strikes and labor problems as part of a larger plot to 
overthrow American institutions. Protestants were warned to avoid 
all unions dominated by papists, to discard the strike as a useless 
device, and to place no confidence in free silver. This advice made 
so strong an impression that Eugene Debs, the militant labor leader, 
and Ignatius Donnelly, the fiery Populist, called the A.P.A. an 
instrument designed by railroad magnates to disorganize labor 
unions. In fact, A.P.A.-ism did have a disruptive impact on union
ism, and not only among railroad employees. In the coal fields of 
Pennsylvania and Illinois this internecine strife checked a United 
Mine Workers’ organizing drive; in many cases it tore existing 
locals apart.38 Yet, along with a covert anti-union bias, the A.P.A. 
also reverberated with vague alarms at plutocracy. Strictures on 
monopoly appeared in the pages of its publications, Traynor prom
ised to wring justice from “soulless corporations and greedy syn
dicates,” and one A.P.A. council (championing small business 
against monopolies) resolved that no one should be allowed to 
accumulate more than a million dollars.39

These attitudes, although important for understanding the 
A.P.A.’s appeal, formed no part of its official creed. Far from deal
ing directly with social and economic conflicts, Protestant nativism 
converted them into religious and nationalistic ones. The associa
tion deliberately excluded the major issues of the day when it



drew up a formal program early in 1894. It proposed simply to 
defend “true Americanism” against the “subjects of an un-Ameri
can ecclesiastical institution” by fighting for a free public school 
system, for immigration restriction, and for a slower, more rigid 
system of naturalization.40

A.P.A. spokesmen regarded the immigration question as second 
only to the religious one, but it was distinctly secondary. Although 
unofficially they made drastic demands at times, their lobbying for 
restriction was slight and ineffective.41 This was largely because of 
the organization’s curiously mixed membership. In its quest for 
power the A.P.A. welcomed support wherever anti-Catholic na
tionalism flourished. Such sentiment throve among foreign-born 
Protestants from Canada, Britain, and Scandinavia. Many of these 
newcomers found in their own Protestant traditions a source of 
identification with America; and they hated the Irish, to whom 
they felt culturally superior but who seemed proportionally more 
successful than they in capturing local political offices. Accord
ingly, the A.P.A., while claiming “America for the Americans,” 
appealed to “all who will be true Americans,” regardless of nation
ality, race, or place of birth.42 So many Scandinavians joined that 
the A.P.A. organ in Minneapolis merged with a leading Scandi
navian newspaper. British Canadians flocked in and even extended 
the association across the border into Canada. In many places, 
Orangemen, born in Britain or Canada, formed the nucleus.43 
Traynor himself was Canadian-born and held the vice-presidency 
of the Grand Orange Lodge along with the presidency of the 
A.P.A. Sometimes these naturalized groups favored immigration 
restriction, but not for their own nationality. An explicit and em
phatic anti-foreigner campaign could swiftly alienate the northern 
European A.P.A.-ers.44

It was safer to stress the Catholic issue; the oath, which all 
members took, never to vote for a Catholic, indicates the A.P.A.’s 
governing preoccupation. By endorsing some candidates and con
demning others as pro-Roman, “advisory boards” in each city and 
state manipulated the votes of the membership and of sympa
thizers. Since support went almost invariably to Republican can
didates, Democrats denounced the organization roundly, while 
Republicans tended to temporize. In the spring of 1893 the A.P.A. 
showed substantial strength in midwestern municipal and school
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board elections, and that fall it contributed to William McKinley’s 
phenomenally successful re-election as Ohio governor. The next 
year it took an active interest in elections in nearly half of the 
states. Both were Republican years; consequently, the A.P.A. was 
able to claim much more strength than it really had. But it did 
help to send a number of sympathizers to Congress. In a few 
states, notably Michigan, Kentucky, and Nebraska, the organiza
tion enjoyed the favor and confidence of the Republican high 
command.46

Much energy blew off in the form of propaganda, particularly 
through the lectures of ex-priests and nuns exposing the horrors of 
convent life. Very generally, A.P.A. members boycotted Catholic 
merchants and discriminated against Catholic labor. On the other 
hand, the amount of physical violence produced by the anti- 
Catholic hysteria of the nineties was not great. Rocks were some
times thrown through priests’ windows, and infuriated Catholics 
repeatedly attacked A.P.A. lecturers,46 but no successful lynch
ing occurred. There were three Protestant-Catholic riots, two of 
which involved the A.P.A. directly. One of these, a day-long 
battle that raged in and around the saloons of Montana’s leading 
mining town on the Fourth of July, 1894, resulted in two deaths. 
The other was a general shooting fray at a polling place in Kansas 
City, Missouri, during the municipal election that year. An A.P.A. 
leader and several Catholics were killed.47 In these and other in
stances the A.P.A. created some violence, partly because it had 
belligerent adversaries.

The supreme violence occurred inside men’s heads. Anti-Cathol
icism reached a climax in ideology rather than action by absorbing 
and reflecting the decade’s rampant jingoism. Since religious 
nativists had always regarded Catholics as disloyal adherents of a 
foreign potentate, the anti-Catholic tradition was easily susceptible 
to jingoist influence. Eyeing their Catholic neighbors, Protestant 
nationalists could enjoy a tingling sense of confronting the waiting 
soldiery of an enemy state. In the mid-nineties, without the provo
cation of actual international friction, the papacy took a place 
alongside Chile, Italy, and Great Britain as one of the powers 
against which an inflamed populace prepared to do battle.

Fears of a long-range papal scheme to overthrow American 
institutions had bothered a good many Protestants during the early
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nineteenth century, but only in 1893 did Americans gird them
selves to meet an imminent Catholic uprising. Early that year 
Traynor’s newspaper, the Detroit Patriotic American, gave wide 
circulation to a document that disclosed the impending popish 
plot. The document was a bogus encyclical addressed to American 
Catholics by Pope Leo XIII. It absolved them from any oaths of 
loyalty to the United States and instructed them “to exterminate 
all heretics” on a certain date in September. A Minneapolis agi
tator, Burton Ames Huntington, improved on the story in a book 
designed to show that seven hundred thousand papal soldiers— 
organized in all large American cities—were ready to spring into 
rebellion at a moment’s notice. Rome’s policy, he asserted, was to 
force “us Americans . . .  to rebel against Rome’s usurpations” 
and then to carry out a counterrevolution under the pretext of 
restoring law and order. He urged his readers to organize and arm 
themselves but not to start anything.48 The whole book quivered 
with a militant nationalism much like that evoked by the diplo
matic crises of the period.

Reprinted throughout the nativist press, in leaflets and in hand
bills, these tales struck panic far and wide. Catholic meetings were 
spied upon for evidence of military preparations. In Toledo the 
mayor, the police commissioner, and others bought Winchester 
rifles to repel an anticipated invasion, and many A.P.A. members 
were afraid to go to bed at night. The Catholic war scare had 
greatest impact, however, in midwestern rural areas where “flesh- 
and-blood” Catholics were virtually nonexistent and the enemy lay 
far away in the cities. Illinois farmers feared to leave home lest 
Romanists burn their barns and houses. A rural schoolteacher in 
Minnesota went about heavily armed for weeks to defend himself 
against the anticipated massacre. A large part of the population in 
some of the smaller towns of Ohio was terrorized by bloodcurdling 
reports of the preparations for war which the Catholics in Colum
bus were supposedly making.49

This phase passed in a few months. Indeed, the vitality drained 
out of the whole anti-Catholic movement well before the other 
currents of late nineteenth century nativism subsided. While other 
xenophobias were still growing, anti-Catholicism began to decline 
in the latter part of 1894. In part it was discredited by internal 
dissensions which were splitting the A.P.A. Like every secret



political organization in American history, the A.P.A. lent itself 
to exploitation for private advantage. Office-seekers used it and 
then ignored it; factions wrestled for control of it. After the elec
tion of 1894 failed to produce results commensurate with the lead
ership’s hopes, the strife increased. Traynor led an unsuccessful 
movement for establishing a third party, others insisted on endors
ing McKinley, and the society virtually fell apart over this issue 
in the spring of 1896.50 Meanwhile tension between the old Ameri
can and immigrant wings seems also to have caused numerous 
defections. Many Scandinavians lost sympathy with the A.P.A. 
as its anti-foreign tinge became increasingly emphatic; in Minne
sota the order started downhill in the spring of 1894, while it was 
still advancing elsewhere.51

In addition to these disruptive tendencies, the A.P.A. suffered 
from the limitations of anti-Catholic nationalism. This idea no 
longer provided an adequately comprehensive expression of nativist 
ferment. Whatever respectability the tradition had once possessed 
was largely gone. In an increasingly secular culture, enthusiastic 
religion was passing out of middle-class life, and without it the 
belief that popery lay behind the major national perils was hard 
to sustain. Furthermore, by the late nineteenth century many 
Catholics had become assimilated into “respectable” society, mak
ing editors and politicians reluctant to lose their support by ex
pressing sentiments critical of their religion. No outstanding polit
ical leader adhered publicly to the anti-Catholic line which Hayes, 
Grant, and others had followed in the early seventies. Harper’s 
Weekly retreated from its earlier ebullience into a cautious neu
trality,52 and only two or three articles sympathetic to the A.P.A. 
appeared in the general magazines. Even many Protestant clergy
men who were outspokenly anti-foreign avoided the anti-Catholic 
theme.53 The A.P.A.’s old-fashioned nativism had little attraction 
for the higher strata of American society.

By the same token this tradition-bound nativism failed to profit 
from new and rising xenophobias. It lacked a race consciousness 
that might have appealed to the South—the A.P.A. welcomed 
Negro support54—and among particular nationalities it had eyes 
only for the menace of the Irish. Although the A.P.A. feared 
aliens in general, it never appreciated the shift that was under way 
in the sources of immigration. A product of the Middle West, the
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association arose and flourished most vigorously in a section which 
had as yet no great number of southern and eastern Europeans. 
The A.P.A. spent its declining strength belaboring the Irish stand
ard-bearers of Catholicism while other nationalities were moving 
into the orbit of American nativism.

Nationalism and the N ew  Immigrants

Unlike the older Catholic population, the southern and eastern 
Europeans who had begun to arrive in considerable numbers 
during the 1880’s lived in the American imagination only in the 
form of a few vague, ethnic stereotypes. They occupied, in other 
words, no distinctive place, either separately or collectively, in the 
traditions of American nationalism. In the 1890’s, for the first time, 
they became a significant factor in the growth of nativism. An 
initial distrust, compounded largely out of their culture and ap
pearance, swelled into a pressing sense of menace, into hatred, and 
into violence. This process went forward essentially along two 
lines: first and most commonly, the general anti-foreign feelings 
touched off by the internal and international shocks of the late 
nineteenth century were discharged with special force against 
these new targets so that each of the southeastern European groups 
appeared as a particularly insidious representative of the whole 
foreign menace; secondly and more slowly, a campaign got under 
way against the new immigration as a unique entity, constituting 
in its difference from other foreign groups the essence of the na
tion’s peril. The first type of attack was midwife to the second. 
The new immigrants had the very bad luck to arrive in America 
en masse at a time when nativism was already running at full tilt, 
and when neither anarchist nor Jesuit afforded a wholly satisfac
tory victim for it.

The hostilities which southeastern Europeans faced depended 
partly on their increasing prominence on the American scene. 
During the early nineties, peasants and Jews poured out of south
ern and eastern Europe in ever larger numbers, fleeing from pov
erty and inhumanity to a new promised land. Cutthroat competi
tion among the transatlantic steamship companies eased their flight; 
steerage rates on first-class boats dropped to $10 or even less. The 
depression sharply reduced all immigration, but the new current
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never fell below one hundred thousand persons per year—a level 
it had first reached in 1887.55 More exclusively than most older 
immigrant groups, the new ones swarmed into the slums, the fac
tories, and the mines. Either urbanites or industrial workers, and 
usually both, they played a role in American life that lent itself to 
nativist interpretation. In the crowded places where they made 
their homes, they lived as a class apart, the least assimilated and 
most impoverished of the immigrants. Hence, they symbolized 
vividly the social and economic ills with which nativists identified 
the immigrants generally. Fears of developing class cleavage could 
easily center on them; and with less perversion of logic than anti- 
Catholicism required, the problems of depression and unrest could 
be associated with them. Above all, each of the southern and east
ern European nationalities seemed to Americans in some way a dis
turber of the peace, thereby focalizing the fear of foreign-bred 
discontent.

On the other hand, the new immigrants, although vulnerable as 
symbols of a general foreign problem, did not yet stand out readily 
as a collective entity. Until 1896 the old influx from northern and 
western Europe surpassed the southern and eastern European cur
rent. All in all, at least 80 per cent of the European-born popu
lation of the United States in the mid-nineties still derived from 
those accustomed sources—Germany, Great Britain, Scandinavia, 
France, Switzerland, and the Low Countries. Furthermore, con
centration of settlement limited the impact of the new groups. 
While a few coastal cities and industrial complexes felt their arrival 
sharply, large parts of the country hardly knew them at all. Two- 
thirds of the first-generation Italians, for example, settled in the 
mid-Atlantic and New England states.56 Most of America was just 
beginning to learn of their presence, largely at secondhand. Con
sequently most of the hatred of Italians, Slavs, and Jews consisted 
of general anti-foreign attitudes refracted through specific na
tional stereotypes.

The Slavic coal miners of Pennsylvania illustrate very well how 
the new immigration inherited a wider, pre-existing animus. They 
acquired the immigrant’s standard reputation for disorder in an 
unusually simple, direct form. The American mind contained, 
apparently, no distinctive “Slavic” stereotype, comparable to Ital
ian and Jewish stereotypes, which might have individualized the
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hostile response.57 Consequently Slavic and Magyar laborers im
pressed public opinion at large simply as foreigners par excellence: 
uncivilized, unruly, and dangerous.

The impression fed upon the Slavic coal miners’ sporadic but 
increasing involvement in labor unrest. Ironically, while other 
workingmen continued to despise them as cheap and docile com
petitors, the general public fixed its eyes on their lapses from docil
ity. Already the Slavs had incurred the indignation of employers 
for participating in the coke strike of 1886; during the greater 
industrial conflicts of the nineties, they encountered the hostility 
of the whole middle-class community. By 1891, when Henry Clay 
Frick precipitated a strike of fourteen thousand coke workers by 
posting a new wage scale, Slavic and Magyar nationalities well out
numbered the older immigrants and native Americans in the bitumi
nous fields.58 Although British and Americans led the strike, it 
was generally interpreted as an uprising of “Huns,” who, in the 
words of the New York Tribune, were “the most dangerous of 
labor-unionists and strikers. They fill up with liquor and cannot be 
reasoned with.” The company brought in nonunion workers, a 
step which resulted in riots and vandalism on the part of the 
strikers. In this tense situation, a crowd of “Huns,” returning from 
a mass meeting, passed a frightened detachment of state militia 
guarding a company store. Someone fired a shot, the strikers fled, 
and the militia fired two volleys after them. Ten dead and fifty 
wounded immigrants littered the road. According to the Tribune, 
the militia’s action was “upheld by businessmen and all law-abid
ing people in the entire region.” 59

Frick finally succeeded in breaking the strike, though he was to 
face a similar walkout three years later. This time an immigrant 
mob killed Frick’s chief engineer, causing the Pittsburgh Times to 
report that the whole region was “trembling on the brink of an 
insurrection. Never before were the dangerous foreigners so thor
oughly aroused.” A sheriff’s posse, equally aroused, pursued the 
escaping strikers, shooting several and arresting 138 for murder. 
No sooner was this strike defeated than a general work stoppage 
throughout the bituminous coal fields ensued, bringing its quota 
of violence and police brutalities.60

The bloodiest episode occurred in 1897. While the United 
Mine Workers Union was leading the new immigrants to victory



in the bituminous fields, an attempt to launch a strike in the anthra
cite country provoked disaster. About 150 Polish and Hungarian 
strikers, entirely unarmed, set out from Hazleton, Pennsylvania, 
toward a nearby town, intent on urging the men there to join the 
walkout. The sheriff, persuaded by the coal owners that an organ
ized march was illegal, gathered a posse of 102 deputies to intercept 
it. As the strikers came in sight, the sheriff ordered them to re
turn. Someone struck him, frightening him into commanding the 
deputies to fire. They poured volley after volley into the sur
prised and terrorized crowd as it stampeded in flight. They killed 
twenty-one immigrants and wounded forty more. The sheriff, a 
former mine foreman, explained that the crowd consisted of “in
furiated foreigners . . . like wild beasts.” Other mine foremen 
agreed that if the strikers had been American-born no blood 
would have flowed.61

In the case of the Italians, a rather similar fear of “infuriated 
foreigners” took a different twist. Anti-foreign sentiment filtered 
through a specific ethnic stereotype when Italians were involved; 
for in American eyes they bore the mark of Cain. They suggested 
the stiletto, the Mafia, the deed of impassioned violence. “The 
disposition to assassinate in revenge for a fancied wrong,” declared 
the Baltimore News, “is a marked trait in the character of this im
pulsive and inexorable race.” Every time a simple Italian laborer 
resorted to his knife, the newspapers stressed the fact of his na
tionality; the most trivial fracas in Mulberry Street caused a head
line on “Italian Vendetta.” 62 The stereotype conditioned every 
major outburst of anti-Italian sentiment in the 1890’s. The distinc
tive nativism which swarthy paesani experienced took the guise 
of social discipline applied to alleged acts of homicide.

Time and again, lynching parties struck at Italians charged with 
murder. In 1891 a wild rumor that drunken Italian laborers had 
cut the throats of a whole American family in West Virginia set 
off further rumors of a pitched battle between a sheriff’s posse and 
the assassins. In 1895, when the southern Colorado coal fields 
were gripped by violent labor strife, a group of miners and other 
residents systematically massacred six Italian workers implicated in 
the death of an American saloonkeeper. A year later a mob dragged 
three Italians from jail in a small Louisiana town and hanged 
them.63 The biggest incident convulsed New Orleans—and then
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the whole country—at the beginning of the decade. The city com
bined southern folkways with all of the social problems of the 
urban North, and as the most southerly of American ports, it was 
the haven of a large migration from Sicily. In 1891 the superin
tendent of police was murdered under conditions which pointed 
to the local Sicilian population. Wholesale arrests followed in an 
atmosphere of hysteria. The mayor issued a public appeal: “We 
must teach these people a lesson that they will not forget for all 
time.” The city council appointed a citizens’ committee to sug
gest ways of preventing the influx of European criminals. But 
when some of the accused were tried, the jury (which may have 
been suborned) stunned the city by refusing to convict. While 
officials stood idly by, a mob proceeded “to remedy the failure 
of justice” by lynching eleven Italian suspects. With apparent 
unanimity local newspapers and business leaders blessed the ac
tion.64

At that point jingoism intruded upon what had begun as a local, 
internal episode, transforming it into a nation-wide commotion 
and a diplomatic crisis. Italy sought redress for the victims’ 
families and punishment of the mob that murdered them. Secre
tary of State James G. Blaine treated the plea cavalierly, where
upon Italy abruptly recalled her minister in Washington. Internal 
hatred and external conflict now interacted directly, producing 
an explosion of feeling against Italy and enormously magnifying 
the fear of Italian-Americans. A belief that the Italian fleet might 
suddenly descend on the United States gained fairly wide credence, 
and patriots flexed their muscles in preparation. Italians within the 
country now appeared as a potential fifth column; obviously these 
people could not be depended upon in times of national danger. 
There were reports of Italian immigrants riddling an American 
flag with bullets; a rumor circulated that several uniformed corps 
of Italians were drilling in New York.65 In Wheeling, West Vir
ginia, miners went on strike because their employer refused to 
discharge two Italians; the strikers vowed they would not work 
with men “allied to a nation that was trying to bring about a war 
with the United States.” A patriotic society demanded war if Italy 
continued shipping criminals to the United States. The Review of 
Reviews saw two lessons in the affair: that America must have a 
navy to protect itself from “wanton insult,” and an immigration
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policy to keep out “the refuse of the murder-breeds of Southern 
Europe.” 66

Clearly, as the Review pointed out, a revival of Americanism 
was emerging from the New Orleans incident. Not just Italian 
immigration but the whole immigration question was dramatized 
as nothing had dramatized it since the Haymarket Affair. The 
press, the pulpit, and the magazines rang with demands for strin
gent restriction. The influential Nation concluded that a secure 
modem state rested on community of language and proposed 
therefore to limit immigration to English-speaking applicants. This 
severe idea met considerable favor.67

The third major group in the new immigration, the Jews, was 
also buffeted by the nativism and jingoism of the nineties. They 
had, of course, their own unique status, fixed by the ancient Shy- 
lock stereotype; they stood for chicane rather than crime or revo
lution. (The American public had heard little as yet about the 
radical labor movements stirring in the New York ghetto.) 68 
But the Jews’ supposedly unscrupulous greed now seemed as poten
tially subversive as the doings of bloodthirsty Italians, “furious 
Huns,” or Irish papists. Hatred, rooted in much the same condi
tions, lashed them all in rather similar ways.

The Jews felt, too, the violence endemic in that period. Begin
ning in the late eighties, the first serious anti-Semitic demonstra
tions in American history occurred in parts of the lower South 
where Jewish supply merchants were common. In several parishes 
of Louisiana debt-ridden farmers stormed into town, wrecked 
Jewish stores, and threatened to kill any Jews who remained in the 
area. During the worst year, 1893, night-riders burned dozens of 
farmhouses belonging to Jewish landlords in southern Mississippi, 
and open threats drove a substantial number of Jewish business
men from Louisiana.69 Persecution in northern cities generally 
took the form of personal taunts and assaults. Russo-Polish Jews 
had been stoned occasionally in the early eighties, and in the next 
decade this petty kind of Jew-baiting became much more com
mon.70 One serious incident broke out in a New Jersey mill town 
in 1891. Five hundred tending boys employed in the local glass 
works went on a rampage when the management hired fourteen 
young Russian Jews. Three days of riotous demonstrations caused
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most of the Jewish residents to flee from the area.71 In one sense 
the Jews came off a little better than the other minorities; appar
ently no lives were lost in any of these episodes.

A substantial ideological onslaught accompanied the physical 
assaults, however. In response to the tensions of the 1890’s, the 
Shylock stereotype—which tended to obscure distinctions between 
the relatively well-to-do German Jews and the newcomers from 
eastern Europe—assumed a new potency. To some nativists, the 
Jews were capable of dominating or ruining American business. 
Tradition connected Jews with gold, which was becoming one of 
the major touchstones of internal strife. After 1890 the govern
ment’s determination to maintain the gold standard excited enor
mous discontent and defined the great political issue of the period. 
Since greedy, destructive forces seemed somehow at work in the 
government and economy, suspicion dawned that a Jewish bid for 
supremacy was wreaking the havoc America could not control. 
Agrarian radicals, absorbed in a passionate crusade for free silver, 
sometimes yielded to this conjecture, but the idea was not theirs 
alone. The patrician Henry Adams concluded that the United 
States lay at the mercy of the Jews, and a New York workingman 
vowed: “The Russian Jews and the other Jews will completely 
control the finances and Government of this country in ten years, 
or they will all be dead. . . . The hatred with which they are 
regarded . . . ought to be a warning to them. The people of this 
country , . . won’t be starved and driven to the wall by Jews 
who are guilty of all the crimes, tricks and wiles that have hitherto 
been unknown and unthought of by civilized humanity.” 72

Here too jingoism played a part. It was not enough for jingo- 
inflamed nativists to see the Jews solely as an internal threat. They 
were a people without a national state or center of power: an in
ternational people. Since gold was becoming, in fact, a more and 
more firmly established international standard, millions of Ameri
cans associated their country’s troubles with an international me
dium of exchange and felt themselves in the toils of a world-wide 
money-power. Did the Jews perhaps have an international loyalty 
above all governments, a quenchless resolve to rule the world 
themselves? For at least a few nativists, the new tendency to see 
America’s adversaries operating on a world stage inflated the
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Jewish peril from one of national subversion to one of world 
domination. An occasional eastern conservative detected a clan
destine Jewish league controlling the money markets of the world, 
or blamed the depression on Jewish bankers who were said to be 
shipping America’s gold to Europe.73 Western agrarians not in
frequently slipped into similar allusions. Minnesota’s Ignatius Don
nelly wrote a utopian novel, Caesar*s Column, prophesying a totally 
degraded society ruled by a Jewish world oligarchy. The greatest 
of the sil vérités, William Jennings Bryan, bluntly accused Presi
dent Cleveland of putting the country in the hands of the English 
Rothschilds.74

In nineteenth century America, even so, the menace of world 
Jewry was undoubtedly less important than related fears of Italians 
and Catholics. Certainly the vision of an Italian fifth column pre
cipitated more immediate consequences, and the expectation of a 
papal uprising created greater hysteria. The chief significance of 
the “International Jew” lay far in the future. Denationalized and 
universal, the symbol curiously mingled jingoism with isolation
ism. It was less a summons to fight than a command to withdraw, 
and its full impact would not come until American nationalism 
reverted from a strategy of belligerent intervention to one of bel
ligerent isolation.

For understanding late nineteenth century nativism, it is not 
the latent possibilities of the new anti-Semitism which need empha
sis, but rather the common qualities in the assaults on the various 
new immigrant nationalities. No longer scorned simply for “mere 
habits of life,” each of the major groups from southern and eastern 
Europe stood forth as a challenge to the nation, either endanger
ing American institutions by unruly behavior or threatening 
through avarice to possess them. In lashing out at each of these 
ethnic groups, a distraught society secured a whole set of new 
adversaries.

On the other hand, the discovery that the miscellaneous Slavs, 
Jews, and Italians constituted a collective type, a “new immigra
tion,” dawned more gradually. The concept of a new immigra
tion would seem to have been largely the work of cultivated 
minds rather than a simple derivative of popular instincts. Cer
tainly mass opinion in the nineties pictured the Italian, the Slav,
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and the Jew chiefly within the context of a general foreign peril. 
The fact of a rising influx of southern Europeans with unusually 
low living standards had been mentioned as early as 1884 in the 
discussion of the contract labor bill but did not receive much 
notice. Occasionally in the late eighties and with increasing fre
quency after 1890, a few keen observers in the East pointed to the 
proportional decline of northwestern European entrants. After 
1890, as the comfortable belief faded that this was a mere, tempo
rary eddy in the migratory stream, a handful of nativist intellec
tuals confronted the problem of defining the general threat which 
the whole movement from southern and eastern Europe raised to 
the nation’s destiny.

Neither of the major traditions of nativist thought quite fitted 
the problem. The anti-radical theme, with its fears of imported 
discontent, applied to Europeans as a whole, and surely the new 
immigrants presented a more docile appearance than did Irish labor 
leaders or the German anarchists who hanged for the Haymarket 
Affair. Anti-Catholic nationalism, aside from failing to account 
for the new Jewish immigration, reeked of religious fanaticism 
which literate and cultured people now disavowed. On the eve 
of the A.P.A.’s rise to national prominence, a typical nativist in
tellectual rejoiced that the present movement against immigration 
would be free from attacks on Catholics.75 There was, however, 
a third nativist tradition—weaker than the other two but more 
adaptable to the purpose at hand. The old idea that America be
longs peculiarly to the Anglo-Saxon race would define the special 
danger of the new immigration if one assumed that northern Euro
peans were at least first cousins to the Anglo-Saxons.

Eastern patrician intellectuals had been the keepers of the Anglo- 
Saxon tradition since the Civil War, and in the climate of the nine
ties it was not difficult for some of them to convert a doctrine 
that defined their own sense of nationality into censure of an im
migrant throng that displayed few common traits except the in
dubitable fact that it was not Anglo-Saxon. Hardly had the new 
immigration begun to attract attention when race-conscious intel
lectuals discovered its hereditary taint. In 1890 the Brahmin presi
dent of the American Economic Association alerted his fellow 
scholars to the new tide of ‘‘races of . . . the very lowest stage of
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degradation.” About the same time Henry Cabot Lodge noticed 
the shift away from northwestern Europe and began to bristle at its 
racial consequences.76

When Lodge raised the banner of race against the new immigra
tion, it acquired its most dangerous adversary. As Massachusetts’ 
scholar-in-politics, he dominated both the intellectual and legis
lative phases of nativism. To this dual role, Lodge’s own interests 
and values imperiously summoned him; he embodied in remarkable 
degree some of the major forces underlying late nineteenth cen
tury xenophobia. From his precise Vandyke beard to his clipped 
Boston accent, Lodge was the model of a patrician. He was steeped 
in English culture—English to the last fiber of his thought, said 
Henry Adams—in pride of ancestry, and in nostalgia for New 
England’s past. During the 1870’s he had plunged into a study 
of the Anglo-Saxons; a thesis on early Anglo-Saxon law brought 
him the first Ph.D. that Harvard conferred in political science.77 
Secondly, connected with Lodge’s race consciousness was a morbid 
sensitivity to the danger of extensive social change. He had a lively 
repugnance for both the rising plutocracy and the restive mob, 
and he felt acutely the general nativist response to class conflict. 
By 1888, as a fledgling Congressman, he was pointing to the dimin
ishing supply of free land in the West and the growth of unrest 
in the East as reasons for restricting immigration. Finally, while 
attacking immigration in domestic affairs, Lodge was adopting a 
belligerent stance in foreign affairs.78 His campaign against the new 
immigration during the 1890’s interlaced with a jingoist crusade 
for expansion. Lodge the jingo hated England as much as Lodge 
the Anglo-Saxon loved the English; accordingly, his diplomatic 
belligerence took the form of an assertion of American power, his 
pleas for restriction a defense of the English race. But these and 
other inconsistencies in the life of the cold, cultivated little Senator 
were merely logical. They were resolved at another level—in the 
emotions of nationalism which shaped and guided his career.

Although the Anglo-Saxon tradition in the mid-nineties still 
swayed few outside of an eastern elite, through Lodge and others 
around him that elite occupied a position of strategic influence. 
Both the ideological instrument and the political leadership neces
sary to bring into a single focus the chaotic resentments against the 
new immigrant were therefore at hand.
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Immigration Restriction

For all of the hysterias and hatreds of the decade, federal policy 
was hard to change. From the founding of the republic, nativists 
had never succeeded in permanently undoing the nation’s toler
ant, laissez faire policy toward European immigrants. Only once 
had that policy been seriously endangered—when the Federalists 
in 1798 passed the famous Alien Acts. One of these extended the 
residence requirement for citizenship from five to fourteen years; 
a second authorized the President to expel foreigners by executive 
decree; a third gave him still broader power over enemy aliens in 
case of war. Although these measures had an intimidating effect 
for a brief period, they did not become fully operative. In 1802 
the Jeffersonians repealed the new naturalization law and restored 
the old five-year requirement. The Alien Friends Act lapsed by its 
own terms in 1800.79 The Alien Enemies Act lingered on the statute 
books unused and forgotten.

The nativist upsurge in the mid-nineteenth century left federal 
policy even less touched. Nor did the new excitements of the eight
ies and nineties really overturn the existing pattern. New and sig
nificant legislative trends started, but the decisive action for which 
nativists pressed just barely escaped their grasp. Immigration was 
one of the cornerstones of the whole social structure, and a cosmo
politan ideal of nationality was woven deeply into America’s Chris
tian and democratic heritage. The stone could not be dislodged or 
the ideal renounced with ease.80

The raising of naturalization requirements had customarily 
formed the chief legislative objective of nativists. At bottom, they 
sought to limit the political power of the foreign-born, the ballot 
being the main practical prerogative of citizenship. Demands for 
lengthening and tightening the system of naturalization—an out
growth of every nativist movement after 1789—burst forth again 
in the 1880’s and 1890’s. Some wanted to double the waiting 
period; some would raise it to twenty-one years. The cry came 
from all sorts of sources: from anti-Catholics bent on political 
power for themselves, from businessmen looking for a nativistic 
alternative to immigration restriction, from municipal reformers 
anxious to purge corruption from civic life.81 Indeed, there were



good grounds for stricter naturalization, with agents of both parties 
herding immigrants before pliant judges, paying for their naturali
zation papers, and then escorting them to the polls. But neither 
party would surrender the privilege; the system continued un
changed. And while immigrants voted in eastern cities by fraud, in 
the early eighties they did so legally in approximately eighteen 
western and southern states and territories. The fact that voting 
qualifications were set by the individual states had permitted many 
of them to offer the ballot to new settlers upon a simple declara
tion of intention to become a citizen. A trend back to the historic 
limitation of suffrage to citizens began in the late eighties, but at 
the end of the century eleven jurisdictions still granted aliens the 
right to vote.82

At the national level the principal nativist effort was shifting 
from the question of naturalization to that of immigration restric
tion. The springs of modern American nativism lay in the social 
and economic problems of an urban-industrial society. Few na- 
tivists could regard a limitation of the foreign vote as much of a 
remedy for those problems. The loss of the ballot would not pre
vent anarchists from fomenting a revolution, or stay the rift be
tween classes, or counteract depressions, or stop the new immi
grants from polluting Anglo-Saxon blood, or keep Italian criminals 
and Jewish bankers from subversive activity. To cope with these 
dangers, the nativist was certain that the United States would have 
to reduce and refine the stream of immigration. Restriction became 
his overriding aim.

From the outset the Republican party provided the main vehicle 
for restrictionist sentiment. It never monopolized or committed it
self wholly to the movement, but it supplied the principal leaders, 
most of the energy, and most of the votes. Throughout the North 
and West the party tended to attract those who thought of them
selves as “the better sort.” It seemed the guardian of respectability, 
morality, and standing. In those regions the party appealed to most 
of the people alarmed at the growth of class antagonisms: middle- 
class reformers, Brahmin intelligentsia, the more substantial work
ingmen (to whom it offered restriction as a supplement to tariff 
protection), and the great bulk of white-collar folk conscious of 
status and tradition.83 Furthermore, in the East, where the immi
gration question was most pressing, the Democratic party since its
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inception had allied itself with the foreign-born. This alliance, 
cemented by the Irish, disqualified it as an instrument of nativism.

In the 1880’s, restrictionists got no farther than the laws of 1882 
and 1885, both designed to meet specific, local situations. Although 
nativist clamor produced a number of bills and a widely publicized 
Congressional investigation,84 no action occurred until 1890, when 
anti-foreign sentiment was becoming more widespread. Then Wil
liam E. Chandler, a veteran Republican stalwart from New Hamp
shire, took charge of the Senate’s first standing committee on immi
gration and, together with a House committee, launched a deter
mined drive for stiffer controls.

The first objective was to establish thoroughgoing and effective 
federal regulation. Neither of the measures enacted in the previous 
decade was functioning well. The immigration law of 1882 left a 
conflicting division of authority between federal officials and the 
unpaid charity agents to whom the seaboard states delegated the 
actual work of inspecting immigrants. The contract labor law of 
1885 did not touch the large number of immigrants who made no 
contracts abroad and paid their own passage on the strength of 
promises or advertisements of jobs circulated by steamship com
panies or other interests.85 In order not to jeopardize legislation 
correcting these conditions, the immigration committees tempo
rarily put aside plans for reducing the absolute number of immi
grants and concentrated instead on regulation and “selection.”

The outcome was the law of 1891, which laid a permanent ad
ministrative foundation for national control of immigration. First 
of all, the statute placed immigration wholly under federal au
thority. The year before the federal government, aggravated by 
the lax ways of New York’s Board of Emigration Commissioners, 
had terminated its contract with the latter, had assumed sole juris
diction over immigration at the port of New York, and had begun 
to build on U. S.-owned Ellis Island the depot which will be re
membered as long as the story of the immigrants survives.86 The 
new law confirmed this situation and made it general.

Secondly, the act prescribed practical means of enforcing exist
ing regulations. It compelled steamship companies to carry back 
to Europe all passengers rejected by the United States inspectors. 
This had the effect of making the private ticket agents in Europe 
America’s most effective immigration inspectors, since the com-
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panies held their agents responsible for the return passage. Equally 
important, the act contained the first effective provision for de
porting aliens already in the United States. Aliens who entered il
legally might be expelled within one year. So could any alien who 
became a public charge during that time “from causes existing 
prior to his landing.” Third, the act added further excluded cate
gories to those of 1882 and 1885. Polygamists and “persons suffer
ing from a loathsome or dangerous contagious disease” were de
clared inadmissible; and the contract labor law was broadened 
to exclude immigrants encouraged by employers’ advertisements. 
Such solicitations also became illegal in themselves.87

This act remained the framework of America’s immigration 
policy for many years; but though tighter and more extensive, the 
regulations left the nativists far from satisfied. Chandler’s Senate 
committee quickly turned some of its attention to schemes for re
striction. In the fall of 1892 events seemed suddenly to play into 
its hands. Cholera had crept out of Asia into eastern Europe two 
years earlier; now it rode into New York harbor on an immigrant 
ship of the Hamburg-American line. In the general excitement that 
followed, President Harrison proclaimed a special quarantine, or
dering the detention for twenty days of any ship carrying immi
grants to the United States. This had the effect of bringing immi
gration almost to a standstill for a time.88 It also gave the restric- 
tionists an opening. With infection knocking at the gates and the 
President’s action a stopgap measure, perhaps they could stampede 
Congress into suspending all immigration for one year and then 
use that time to put across a permanent system of restriction. The 
rank and file of legislators, however, would not be stampeded. In
stead of acting on the suspension bill which Chandler’s committee 
reported, Congress reformed America’s crude public health laws. 
As a substitute for compulsory suspension, a provision of the new 
Quarantine Act gave the President permission to halt immigration 
if he deemed the regular procedures inadequate.89 Neither Harrison 
nor his successors invoked that power.

In those early years before the depression galvanized nativism 
into a nation-wide crusade, the most popular scheme for perma
nently restricting immigration involved the requirement of a cer
tificate from an American consul overseas attesting to the good 
character of each emigrant from his area. This idea, proposed as
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early as 1837, gained new popularity in the late 1880’s.90 After 
1890 its most persistent champion was William A. Stone, a Repub
lican Congressman from Pennsylvania. At the behest of the Junior 
Order United American Mechanics and other nativist societies in 
Pennsylvania, Stone worked hard for a measure combining con
sular inspection with exclusion of anarchists and a stiff head tax of 
$20 on all immigrants. When this failed, he cut out the latter two 
provisions and offered consular inspection by itself. The watered- 
down bill finally passed the House of Representatives in 1894, but 
the Democrats who controlled the Senate substituted an entirely 
innocuous measure, and a deadlock between the two houses en
sued.91

Meanwhile a restrictive plan more radical than the consular-cer
tificate idea was slowly coming forward. The progressive econo
mist Edward W. Bemis, one of the first intellectuals to perceive 
a shift in the sources of immigration, proposed in a series of lec
tures in 1887 that the United States should exclude all male adults 
unable to read and write their own language. This, he contended, 
would help American wage-earners by reducing by 50 per cent 
the influx of nationalities with a low standard of living—the Ital
ians, Poles, and Hungarians. The proposal made no headway until 
Henry Cabot Lodge took it up early in 1891. For him and for most 
subsequent advocates it was chiefly a means of discriminating 
against “alien races” rather than of elevating American working
men. The literacy restrictionists realized that consular inspection 
would not discriminate between nationalities and that a large head 
tax would establish a blatantly undemocratic property qualifica
tion. The literacy test, on the other hand, provided a highly “re
spectable” cultural determinant which would also minister to 
Anglo-Saxon sensibilities. “No one,” said Senator Chandler in 1892, 
“has suggested a race distinction. We are confronted with the 
fact, however, that the poorest immigrants do come from certain 
races.” 92

Now with Chandler’s help, Lodge pressed for the literacy test 
at every opportunity; and the increasing antipathy toward the new 
immigration strengthened his hand. He was still far from victory 
when two events in 1894 brought a host of new adherents. In that 
disaster-ridden year Congress felt the full consequences of the de
pression. The fall elections swept the Democrats from control of



the Senate and installed Republican majorities in both houses. The 
Republicans would now have the power to carry a thoroughgoing 
restrictive measure. At about the same time the Immigration Re
striction League appeared in Boston and commenced a remarkable, 
nation-wide campaign to guide public opinion toward the literacy 
test.

The league was born at a meeting of five young blue bloods in 
the law office of Charles Warren, later a noted constitutional his
torian. Although the founders hoped for a time to build the league 
into a mass movement, its active members never exceeded a hand
ful. Probably no more than twelve ever came to a meeting. The 
founders were practical-minded intellectuals from well-to-do, long- 
established families, steeped in Boston ways and Boston ideas. 
They had all attended Harvard College in the late 1880’s and had 
then gone on to graduate work in the Lawrence Scientific School or 
the Harvard Law School.93 They were determined to mount a 
counteroffensive against the strange invaders who seemed so grave 
a threat to their class, their region, their country, and their race.

From beginning to end, two men dominated the league. The 
more aggressive of them, Prescott F. Hall, had just opened a legal 
practice. He had a variety of interests, but for the rest of his life 
nothing ever mattered as much to him as the league. He was a 
gaunt, sunken-eyed figure, the product of an intensely over-pro
tected childhood in an old Boston family, and throughout life he 
struggled continually with insomnia and ill health. But his mind 
was sharp and arrogant and proud. At Harvard he developed a 
passion for Wagnerian music and German philosophy and a life
long interest in medicine and biology.94 His classmate Robert De- 
Courcy Ward was his right-hand man; in nineteen years Ward 
missed only a single league meeting except when absent from Bos
ton. Twenty-seven years old at the league’s inception, Ward was 
Hall’s senior by one year and was about to enter a lifelong career 
first as instructor and then as professor of climatology at Harvard. 
Cooperating with them were several Boston philanthropists, in
cluding Joseph Lee, president of the Massachusetts Civic League, 
Samuel B. Capen, president of the Boston School Committee and of 
the Municipal League of Boston, and Robert T. Paine, Jr., one of 
the vice-presidents of the last. John Fiske was persuaded to ac
cept the purely honorary presidency of the Immigration Restric-
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tion League, and various other illustrious names graced its letter
head.95

The league devoted itself single-mindedly to agitation for the 
literacy test. It sent speakers to address local Boston groups, it dis
tributed propaganda leaflets throughout the country, and it en
gaged in direct legislative lobbying in Washington. In all this it 
tried to maintain a dignified and factual tone. Its first publication 
referred elliptically to the great danger of a change in America’s 
race lines, but its arguments centered chiefly around data designed 
to prove that southern and eastern Europe—in sharp contrast to 
northwestern Europe—was dumping on the United States an alarm
ing number of illiterates, paupers, criminals, and madmen who en
dangered the “American character” and “American citizenship.” 
Since public opinion was ripe for these views, the league’s pub
licity got a wide hearing. After a year’s time, the league reported 
that over five hundred daily newspapers were receiving its litera
ture and that the great bulk of them were reprinting part of it, 
sometimes in the form of editorials. The league also made a stren
uous effort to sell the literacy test to organized labor, but with 
mixed effect.96

By the time the new Republican Congress assembled in Decem
ber 1895, the league had working relations with its nativist leaders. 
Lodge, now a Senator, introduced and took charge of a literacy bill 
drawn up by the league. Congressman McCall of Massachusetts 
submitted the same bill to the House of Representatives. It was 
stringent, providing for the exclusion of both men and women over 
fourteen years of age if they could not read and write some lan
guage. Lodge led off for the measure with a violent harangue on 
the dangers threatening America’s racial foundations, and in the 
House, McCall also urged the literacy test as a clear line of dis
tinction between the Anglo-Saxons and the southern Europeans.97 
All of the nativist ferment of the past ten years was now coming to 
a head in an atmosphere of unrelieved depression, intense jingoism, 
and great political tension. During the spring of 1896 a sudden re
vival of Italian immigration added a final impetus to the restriction 
movement. All immigration had slacked off in the early years of 
the depression. Now a new wave of Italian migrants nearly 
swamped the facilities at Ellis Island.98

One factor still gave the politicians pause. Would the literacy
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test win or lose votes for the party that carried it? Public opinion 
seemed overwhelmingly favorable to some form of restriction, but 
what of the immigrants? As yet southern and eastern Europeans 
counted for little in American politics, but the older immigrant 
groups counted for much, and their attitude was by no means cer
tain. Party managers pointed out the danger of taking up the ques
tion on the eve of a national election. In the House, however, they 
failed to suppress the issue. In two days of fierce debate, the bill 
passed by 195 to 26." Lodge had less success forcing a vote in the 
Senate. The best he could do was to secure an agreement which 
left the bill as unfinished business to be called up when Congress 
reconvened after the elections.100

As soon as the new session opened in December, the Republican 
Senate caucus pressed for action on the immigration bill. With the 
help of most of the Democratic Senators, the literacy test won by 
a topheavy margin. Supremely confident, the jubilant restriction- 
ists then secured a conference committee which “harmonized” the 
House and Senate versions by writing a more drastic measure than 
either house alone had adopted.101

But the conferees had gravely miscalculated. The crest of nativ- 
ism had passed. It started ebbing the moment that William Jennings 
Bryan lost the election of 1896. In the midst of immense relief at 
the triumph of McKinley and of the status quo, alert conservatives 
noted an astonishing fact. Foreign-born voters in half a dozen mid- 
western states had much to do with the Republican victory. With
out their overwhelming support, McKinley might well have lost. In 
the light of immigrant conservatism, anti-radical nativism began to 
seem less relevant.102 Furthermore, a vociferous immigrant opposi
tion to the literacy test was crystallizing. German newspapers, 
which were keenly conscious of their political influence, were es
pecially outspoken against the bill; moreover, the federal immigra
tion commissioner reported that the entire foreign-language press 
condemned it. By February 1897, when the final conference report 
came before the Senate, this opposition was taking effect. The re
port went through by a bare majority.103

Now it seemed clear that the Lodge forces in the Senate lacked 
the votes to override a Presidential veto if Grover Cleveland chose 
to disapprove the bill. And disapprove he did. Partly he objected to 
a House amendment of the original league bill prohibiting Canadian
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residents from crossing the border to work in the United States, 
a clause certain to stir up ill will in Canada. But his main conten
tions ran against the literacy test itself. A man with a strong sense 
of personal integrity and a steady faith in the ways of the fathers, 
Cleveland denounced the bill for upsetting tradition and hinted that 
the criterion of illiteracy was hypocritical. Don’t make illiteracy 
a pretext for exclusion, he said in eifect, if what you fear is some
thing else.104 The House of Representatives speedily overrode the 
veto; the Senate took no action.

With assurance unshaken, the Immigration Restriction League 
and its allies looked forward to confronting a more sympathetic 
President with similar legislation in the following year. How could 
they know that an era in the history of nativism was coming to an 
end? How could they know that sixteen years would pass before 
another Congress submitted to another President the proposal 
which Edward Bemis had devised?



Ckafd&i fyim

The Return of Confidence

For the poorer classes America is still the land of oppor
tunity, and their hearts cannot be alienated. . . . The ideals, 
the opportunities . . .  of our democracy change the immi
grants into a new order of men.

—Charles B. Spahr, 1900

The campaign banners of 1896 hailed mild-mannered William 
McKinley as the advance agent of prosperity, and for once an elec
tion slogan proved wonderfully prophetic. Hardly had he taken 
office when the economic skies began to clear. After a four-year- 
long prostration, the business cycle started upward again. Soon 
new discoveries of gold and better ways to refine it restored au
thority and flexibility to the accustomed medium of exchange. 
Agrarian radicalism collapsed; farmers returned to raising more 
corn and less hell. Industry too basked in the spreading glow of 
harmony. Strikes continued, but the bitter industrial warfare of 
preceding years did not. Instead, doctrines of cooperation between 
capital and labor diffused through the ranks of each; after 1900 
the country was treated to the strange spectacle of great tycoons 
and the principal union leaders counseling with one another at the 
pleasant luncheons of the National Civic Federation. All in all, as 
the nineteenth century came to a close, American civilization 
seemed to gain its second wind.

An early indication that the social and economic basis of nativ- 
ism was crumbling came in the winter of 1897-98. Lodge reintro
duced the Immigration Restriction League’s literacy bill. McKinley 
had given the cause his blessing, and the league took special pains 
to remind every Congressman that the American Federation of
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Labor was now on record for the bill. The Senate passed it largely 
on party lines; only one Republican opposed it, few Democrats 
favored it.1 But the House was less submissive to party discipline. 
For one thing, the immigrants were now lobbying against the 
measure as vigorously as the nativists lobbied for it. Early in 1898 
several nationalities combined to organize the Immigration Pro
tective League, a temporary counterpoise to the Restriction League. 
Also, officers of 150 German societies issued a combined protest 
against any restrictive legislation as a revival of Know-Nothingism 
and warned that it would hasten the already alarming decline in 
German immigration and German-American culture.2 These threat
ening statements troubled many a western Republican from immi
grant districts.

A deterrent at least as important as the foreign vote, however, 
was a new complacency born of reviving prosperity. Confidence 
first crept back in the sections where nativism was most recently 
and least well established—the West and South. Some of the old 
boom and booster psychology returned to the more sparsely set
tled areas of the country. Buoyed by unfolding opportunities, opti
mists now ridiculed the fear that the United States was over
crowded. In California agriculture expanded so swiftly that farm
ers short of hired hands even demanded relaxation of the Chinese 
exclusion law. As for the literacy bill, the House of Representa^ 
tives kept postponing consideration of it.3

Conquest and Harmony

Hard on the heels of this new confidence in the health of Amer
ican society came a new confidence in America’s position in the 
world. The jingoism of the early and mid-nineties culminated in 
an exhilarating little war with Spain. The victory, won swiftly and 
in a holiday spirit, required few strains or sacrifices. The brief 
struggle raised no fears of disloyalty among the foreign-born, for 
Spanish immigration to the United States was always negligible. 
So nationalism, without abating a whit, grew heady and exultant. 
Anxieties over global dangers and rivalries diminished when the 
first test of modern American power gave the nation a fresh sense 
of vitality. Concern over internal dissension was engulfed in a joy
ous consciousness of national unity.
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There were those, like the National Education Association, who 
outspokenly rejoiced that the war was bringing a new solidarity 
to the American people. “More than one American,” the French 
ambassador in Washington observed, “hopes that the war will defi
nitely create a Nation out of the mass of heterogeneous popula
tions.” 4 Others, in a flush of pride and satisfaction, simply forgot 
that the immigrants had seemed a problem. After the Spanish- 
American War began, it became impossible to get consideration for 
the literacy bill in the House of Representatives; the issue was 
rudely brushed aside. The Immigration Restriction League, its 
ardor exhausted and its hopes deflated, lapsed into a state of sus
pended animation. In 1899 the formerly nativistic Nation reported 
complacently, “There is now general satisfaction with the defeat 
of the bill establishing the educational test for immigration.” 5 
Other magazines that had teemed with attacks on immigration 
earlier in the decade now fell completely silent on the matter. 
Anti-Catholicism broke down even more completely than other 
forms of nativism during the war with Catholic Spain. The shat
tered remnants of the American Protective Association shrank en
tirely out of sight, and a perilous schism rent the hardy Junior 
Order United American Mechanics.6

The adventures of 1898 in the Caribbean and the Philippines 
led on into imperialism. In acquiring far-flung dependencies on the 
pattern of the great European powers of the day the United States, 
significantly, met no real opposition from other empires; it felt no 
obstruction of the mission it proclaimed for itself. The summons 
to take up the white man’s burden, preached by a few before 1898, 
was accepted in a genial, lighthearted mood. What a dazzling field 
for American achievement opened now among “backward” island 
peoples! What proof was here of America’s ability to tread the 
world stage! Thus the acquisition of an empire fortified the confi
dence renewed by prosperity, by relief from class conflict, and by 
a psychologically invigorating war.

In curious ways the colonial experiment even helped to restore 
the ideology of assimilation by reviving the old quasi-cosmopoli
tan theory of nationality. At first glance the intellectual impact of 
imperialism may seem altogether hostile to cosmopolitan values. 
Did not imperialists pride themselves on their superiority over 
“lesser breeds beyond the law”? Did they not, like the expansion-
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ists of the 1840’s, give an unprecedented vogue to race-thinking 
by preaching an Anglo-Saxon destiny for world dominion? It is 
true that the events of 1898 popularized the Anglo-Saxon tradition 
as nothing had done before,7 and in the long run, whatever magni
fied the racial strain in American thought would prove damaging 
to an assimilationist outlook. But for the moment Anglo-Saxon 
imperialism actually worked the other way. It was the disgruntled 
opponents of a “large policy” who argued that colonial possessions 
would bring unassimilable races within the national structure and 
thereby shatter the country’s homogeneity. Exuberant empire- 
builders spurned so defensive an outlook. Brushing aside nativistic 
fears of racial pollution from subject peoples or from the new im
migration, triumphant imperialists recaptured the optimistic kind 
of Anglo-Saxonism which had flourished in the mid-nineteenth 
century. Race-thinking, in celebrating the fulfillment of an ap
pointed task, assumed the air of promise and achievement that sur
rounded the new status it justified. The imperialists’ belief that the 
mighty impulse of the Anglo-Saxon race—now at the meridian of 
its strength—had driven America forth to conquer and redeem, ex
pressed an exaltation transcending any fear of threat or dilution. 
It had no need of an adversary.8 Nor could this creed permit seri
ous doubts of America’s ability to incorporate and dominate in
ferior races. If destiny called the Anglo-Saxon to regenerate men 
overseas, how could he fail to educate and discipline immigrant 
races at home? The newcomers, therefore, tended to figure among 
the lesser breeds whom the Anglo-Saxon was dedicated to uplift.9

No one illustrated better how national confidence tempered race
thinking than Edward A. Ross. One of the most race-conscious of 
American social scientists, Ross drew invidious contrasts between 
the Teutonic and other races in his first important book, published 
in 1901, and thereafter throughout his life.10 In the early twentieth 
century, however, pride in America’s powers of assimilation kept 
Ross’s contempt for European immigrants from developing into 
alarm. While characterizing the new immigrants as “beaten mem
bers of beaten breeds . . . that . . . lack the ancestral founda
tions of American character,” he exulted in America’s capacity to 
transform them. He marveled at the “change a few years of our 
electrifying ozone works in the dull, fat-witted immigrant.” As 
late as 1908 Ross offered an extensive analysis of America’s success
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in assimilation, concluding that “the vortical suction of our civili
zation is stronger now than ever before.” 11

The relaxed, assimilationist mood of the new century also 
brought the melting-pot concept of a mixed, evolving race back 
into prominence. “Our confidence in the American race of the fu
ture,” wrote the Outlook, “is due to the commingling on this con
tinent of the blood and the characteristics of many peoples quite 
as much as to the unhampering environment of a new land.” A sci
entist added: “Just as cross-fertilization is beneficial to plant life, 
the intermingling of peoples in this country must produce the 
most beautiful, most intellectual, and most powerful race of the 
world . . . the American, even to-day, presents the highest type 
of beauty which ever adorned the earth.” And a popular journalist 
concluded: “It might even be said that the man of purest American 
blood is he who has the most cosmopolitan lineage.” 12

This remarkable collapse of nativism during the last years of the 
nineteenth and first years of the twentieth century ran exactly 
counter to the currents of immigration. The return of confidence 
coincided with a surge of immigration caused by a tremendous 
torrent from southern and eastern Europe. While migration from 
northern Europe remained at a low ebb, in 1899 the new immigra
tion began a fantastic nine-year climb. In 1900 it reached three 
hundred thousand for the first time. In 1903 it passed six hundred 
thousand. In 1907 it stood at an all-time high of close to a mil
lion.13 Now, there was no ignoring the vast Jewish population of 
New York City, the grimy Slavic settlements that clustered in in
dustrial areas of the East and Midwest, or the troops of Italian la
borers hewing and toiling from coast to coast. A sharp eye could 
also detect stranger faces appearing in the immigrant crowd— 
Greeks, Syrians, Armenians.

Older Americans lost none of their personal repugnance for 
men so alien. Discrimination and withdrawal undoubtedly in
creased, forcing the strangers to live and work apart; there were 
even objections to riding on the same streetcars with “lousy 
dagoes.” 14 What did decline was fear—fear that immigration en
dangered the nation. The loss of a sense of national menace in the 
face of increasing cultural diversity indicates how much the ebb 
and flow of nativism has depended on larger changes in the course 
and character of American nationalism. When new conditions
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quieted both internal and international tensions, nationalism re
gained such buoyancy and radiance that little room was left for 
anti-foreign fears.

Of course, the complacent mood of the age of confidence never 
entirely returned. Clocks did not turn back. The crisis of the 
eighties and the strains of the nineties left a heritage of policies 
and ideas that were submerged but not dissolved. In the twentieth 
century those policies and ideas could reappear more easily and 
swiftly because their foundation rested in the nineteenth.

In 1901 the assassination of President McKinley illustrated both 
the enduring sensitivity of the nativist heritage and its weakness in 
the springtime of the new century. The man who killed McKinley 
unleashed a short-lived wave of xenophobia. Leon Czolgosz was 
an anarchist of American birth but obviously foreign extraction, 
and his act instantly brought back alarm over immigrant radical
ism. Mobs attacked anarchists in Pittsburgh and elsewhere. In New 
York the office of a Yiddish anarchist newspaper was wrecked.15 
Excited nationalists determined, in the words of Senator Chauncey 
M. Depew, to “stop the reservoirs of European anarchy pouring 
into our country.” Still, the nativist response was gentle and tem
perate compared with the terrified reaction to the Haymarket Af
fair fifteen years before. Many more commentators drew a distinc
tion between anarchists and the mass of immigrants in 1901 than 
in 1886.16

Despite its relative mildness, the revival of anti-radical nativism 
enabled immigration restrictionists to pick up where they had left 
off and to build on nineteenth century precedents. A bill to ex
clude and deport alien anarchists—something which all of the un
rest of the late nineteenth century had failed to bring about—ma
terialized as soon as Congress convened. The idea was then incor
porated in a general bill, recommended by the United States In
dustrial Commission, which also codified and, in certain minor re
spects, tightened other immigration regulations. Most important, 
it extended from one to three years the time within which an alien 
might be deported for becoming a public charge and made him 
deportable regardless of whether the cause of dependency arose 
before or after arrival in the United States. The sponsors delib
erately kept the literacy test out of the bill, fearing its defeat if any 
general limitation on immigration were included.17



Nevertheless, a hard core of militant restrictionists had survived 
the debacle of nativism. Organized labor, having learned to distin
guish between old and new immigrations, still looked forward to 
curtailing competition from the latter. Nor had the Immigration 
Restriction League abandoned hope for the literacy test. Deter
mined to exploit the anarchist scare, the league came to life in the 
fall of 1901 after three years of inactivity. It raised enough money 
from wealthy old Boston families to hire a lobbyist in Washing
ton and with the help of Senator Lodge launched an aggressive 
campaign.18 First the league spread word that the literacy test 
would keep out the ignorant foreign masses susceptible to an
archistic blandishments. Then it stirred up the Junior Order United 
American Mechanics and scores of national trade unions to deluge 
Congress with petitions.19 The American Federation of Labor for 
the first time cooperated actively in bringing pressure to bear on 
Congress. President Roosevelt gave the cause his blessing in his 
annual message to Congress. A good many businessmen, disturbed 
at the menace of imported anarchy, reverted to nativism, and the 
National Board of Trade came out in favor of the literacy test.29

With this backing and perhaps also with the aid of uneasiness 
created by the great anthracite strike of 1902, the Immigration Re
striction League succeeded in attaching its literacy test as an 
amendment to the general immigration bill in the House of Repre
sentatives.21 For all of Lodge’s efforts in its behalf, however, the 
literacy test got nowhere in the Senate. “There was no more show 
of passing that bill with that amendment on it in the Senate,” said 
a disgusted Congressional supporter, “than there would be of pass
ing a temperance proposition in the German wards of Cincinnati.” 
Railroad and steamship interests fought it, westerners and south
erners declared that it would hamper their development, and even 
the more nativistic East showed little interest in it.22 To save the 
rest of the bill, its Senate managers reluctantly agreed to drop the 
educational clause. Then the Senate version speedily became law.23

Although it contained no generally restrictive provision, the im
migration law of 1903 represented an important nativistic achieve
ment. By forbidding the admission and authorizing the deportation 
of foreign proponents of anarchism, the law penalized newcomers 
for their opinions for the first time since 1798. United States of
ficials began exercising their new power at once. John Turner, a
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mild-mannered English anarchist who made his second trip to the 
United States in 1903, was arrested by a bevy of secret service 
men and deported before he had a chance to speak in public.24 
Here was no miscarriage of justice as in the Haymarket Affair, 
but rather the small beginnings of a permanent and portentous 
federal policy.

Significant consequences of the new barrier to foreigners with 
disagreeable ideas still lay far in the future; by the end of the 
year the furor over anarchists had dissipated. The whole brief 
flurry of anti-immigrant feeling subsided just as swiftly. Confi
dence prevailed so widely in 1904 that even Lodge conceded the 
absence of a demand for an immigration plank in the Republican 
platform and agreed to its omission; it did not reappear until 1912. 
In 1904 also the outstanding sociologist William I. Thomas an
nounced that race prejudice was easily dispelled and would in fact 
become insignificant as advances in communication brought hu
man groups in closer contact with one another. H. G. Wells, on a 
visit from England a little later, gathered the impression that all 
Americans above forty and most of the rest were enthusiastic ad
vocates of unrestricted immigration.25

As in the last years of the nineteenth century, economic well
being supported much of the continuing tolerance of foreigners in 
the i90o’s. Indeed, the enormous growth of the American economy 
produced a positive demand for more immigrant labor in the mid
years of the new decade—a demand unparalleled since the post- 
Civil War period. Some of the calls came from the West; as late 
as 1910 a new Colorado Board of Immigration was enticing Ital
ian farmers to the state.26 By far the greatest efforts to attract im
migrants were made in the South. Big cotton farmers were enjoy
ing an extraordinary wave of prosperity. Cotton mills shot up in 
the Piedmont country so rapidly that they outproduced first New 
England and then all the rest of the country. Southern railroads 
were still expanding. All of these interests faced an unusual labor 
shortage, for southerners were deserting the section faster than out
siders arrived.27 Negroes particularly were quitting the farms for 
the cities, and the cities for the North. Some advocates of Eu
ropean immigration hoped that it would not only solve the south
ern labor problem but also accelerate the Negro exodus.28

Supported by powerful urban newspapers in the region, south-
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ern businessmen, landlords, and large farmers started this fresh 
campaign for immigrants in 1903. They sent agents to Europe, 
distributed literature, conferred with federal immigration officials, 
and held a series of resounding conventions.29 From 1903 to 1907 
seven southern states organized or reactivated immigration bu
reaus. South Carolina paid the passage of a shipload of Belgian 
cloth workers, who were greeted at Charleston by a cheering 
crowd, a free lunch, and a flow of official oratory. Little of this 
enthusiasm extended to southern Europeans, but they too had a 
surprising number of apologists.30

Northern business interests did not need to organize and agitate 
and maneuver for immigrants. Europeans flocked gladly and in 
ever larger numbers into the bustling cities above the Potomac. 
There the corporations had only to learn how to use the immi
grants most profitably and guard against a revival of the restric
tion movement. While apostles of the New South struggled with 
pathetically little success to attract foreigners, their northern as
sociates undertook a parallel program of exploitation and defense. 
This meant a decisive shift away from the anti-foreign and restric- 
tionist tendencies dominant in American business in the 1880’s and 
1890’s. The conversion of the great northern industrialists to an 
unqualified support of immigration was more significant than all 
the promotional clamor in the South.

At first, the unskilled peasants of southern and eastern Europe 
had entered only restricted segments of American industry. They 
got a start as construction workers or in the simple, back-breaking 
tasks of the extractive industries. In the early twentieth century 
the new immigrants also spread rapidly into the factories. Tremen
dous technological advances mechanized many industries so ex
tensively that inexperienced foreigners could tend semi-automatic 
machines without understanding them. Steel, rubber, textile, and 
other plants no longer required a skilled worker to run each indi
vidual machine. Instead, the skilled, Americanized employees be
came superintendents of unskilled foreign gangs. Employers ac
quired a larger appreciation of the value of southern and eastern 
European immigrants, and by 1909 the latter comprised a third 
or more of the entire labor force of the principal industries of the 
country.31

In the course of relying increasingly on the new immigrants, in-
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dustrialists perfected a system for mastering them. Employers of 
large immigrant forces learned to “balance nationalities,” in other 
words to take advantage of the diversity and tensions among the 
many peoples of southern and eastern Europe. By judiciously mix
ing many nationalities, the employer could keep them divided and 
incapable of concerted action in their own behalf.32 To be sure, 
the United Mine Workers had already gathered in great numbers 
of eastern European coal workers, but for the most part unskilled 
immigrant labor remained tractable and unorganized. Industrial
ists could now feel confident of controlling their cheap but some
times restive labor supply. They ceased to fear the foreign radi
calism and unrest that had disturbed them in the eighties and nine
ties and again briefly in 1901 and 1902. The National Board of 
Trade signaled the shift in business attitudes by opposing the liter
acy test in 1904—an exact reversal of its position a year before. 
Thereafter the board became a firm advocate of more, rather than 
less, immigration.33

About the same time the business press burst forth in praise of 
the enriching foreign tide. The Commercial and 'Financial Chron
icle shifted to the defense of immigration because of the need for 
unskilled labor; the Journal of Commerce, the Wall Street Journal, 
and the New York Commercial Bulletin took the same position.34 
Powerful eastern newspapers subject to a business ideology cast off 
an earlier nativist outlook. The New York Times, the Philadelphia 
Public Ledger, and even that pillar of New England orthodoxy, 
the Boston Transcript, renounced their former xenophobia and re
joiced over the immigrants. America, they chorused, is still a grow
ing place full of opportunity for an expanding population.35

The currents of nativism slowly gathered force again in the 
latter part of the 1900’s, but instead of drifting with them, busi
ness interests organized a stubborn resistance. The National Board 
of Trade was ill equipped for aggressive pressure-building. The 
National Civic Federation, which developed a friendly interest in 
immigration in 1905, proved still less competent. Since it rested on 
a partnership between labor and capital, the federation could not 
go far in championing immigration without alienating its trade 
union membership. A Civic Federation-sponsored national confer
ence on the subject had to content itself with a few limited, non- 
controversial recommendations.36 Big business at last found a vehe-
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ment champion of lax immigration policies in 1907, when the Na
tional Association of Manufacturers entered the lists. The N.A.M. 
established a committee on immigration, complained of labor short
ages in many industries, announced that new blood strengthened 
any race of people, and looked forward to relaxation of the mild 
immigration controls then in effect.37 Henceforth, James Emery, 
the N.A.M.’s astute lobbyist, haunted the committee rooms when
ever Congress showed signs of tampering with immigration. The 
return of confidence in the early twentieth century thus roused an 
economic opposition to nativism that was as determined as it was 
selfish.

Progressive Democracy

As the first decade of the twentieth century advanced, more and 
more of its adventurous optimism flowed into reform. Progressiv- 
ism gradually replaced imperialism as the central interest in the 
public mind. The crusading fervor dedicated at the turn of the 
century to uplifting the little brown brother beyond the seas 
turned into a domestic struggle against the trusts, the bosses, and 
the “interests.” Powerful in its sense of righteousness, its middle- 
class base, and its vision of democracy, the progressive movement 
wrought the first great conscious change in American institutions 
since the Civil War.

In full and overflowing measure, the progressives shared the 
confidence of their generation. Untroubled by the bitter class con
flicts of the late nineteenth century, they escaped for the most 
part the forebodings of impending catastrophe that weighed upon 
the middle-class reformers who preceded them. Secure in the 
knowledge of their own respectability and certain that history was 
on their side, the progressives felt little urge to seek foreign sources 
of America’s problems. William Allen White remarked that dis
content had shaved its whiskers, washed its shirt, and put on a 
derby.38 His comment described a movement that had little need 
of nativism.

Many progressives, to be sure, were clearly troubled by the 
increasing magnitude of immigration. Some of them espoused the 
cause of organized labor and shared its feeling that the newcomers 
threatened the unions and the living standards they were fighting 
for.39 A larger number, especially progressives from rural and 
small-town backgrounds, deeply distrusted the big city. In that
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center of moral pestilence, alien settlement now concentrated more 
exclusively than ever before. The almost complete identification of 
the immigrant with his urban environment prevented a sympa
thetic response toward either on the part of many reformers. Fur
thermore, a strain of elitism made some progressive intellectuals 
contemptuous of malingerers on the highway of progress. The soci
ologist, Edward A. Ross, one of the most nativistic of progressives, 
defined democracy as government by talent, not by the “narrow, 
short-sighted, muddle-headed . . . average man.” His Wisconsin 
colleague, John R. Commons, opened an influential book on immi
gration by taking issue with the equalitarian assumptions of the 
Declaration of Independence.40

Divided though it was on ethnic issues, progressive sentiment on 
balance probably weighed against nativism in the halycon years 
before 1910. Buoyed by their own self-assurance, progressives 
were often attracted to the equalitarian idealism that Ross and 
Commons thought unrealistic. Compared with previous middle- 
class reformers, progressives drew from the hopeful atmosphere 
of the early twentieth century a larger confidence in the capacity of 
ordinary people to set things aright if given the means to do so. 
Believing ardently in the people, they sometimes included the 
immigrants in that category. They located evil primarily in the 
economic environment, and when they did so consistently they 
could respond to the immigrant as an innocent victim of bad 
conditions. The Arena, a liberal journal which had quaked at the 
foreign peril in earlier years, now accused nativists of blaming 
immigrants for the failures of America’s own economic institutions. 
And when Mr. Dooley, the comic sage of Progressive America, 
heard that foreigners don’t assimilate, he replied that America’s 
digestion had gone wrong from too much rich food: “ . . .  if we’d 
lave off thryin’ to digest Rockyfellar an’ thry a simple diet like 
Schwartzmeister, we wudden’t feel th’ effects iv our vittels,” de
clared Mr. Dooley.41

No part of the progressive movement sloughed off its former 
xenophobia more thoroughly than did the campaign against mu
nicipal corruption. Unlike previous civic reformers, progressives 
uncovered connections between urban bosses and the business in
terests they protected. The foreign-born voter ceased to bear the 
brunt of the blame for misgovernment. Lincoln Steffens’ pioneer
ing exposé, The Shame of the Cities, held American business re-



sponsible and dismissed talk about the foreign vote as hypocritical. 
Frederic C. Howe made the same shocked discovery after starting 
in Cleveland politics with an exactly opposite impression. Through
out the 1900’s, the National Municipal League paid virtually no 
attention to the immigrant until its president, Charles J. Bonaparte, 
happily informed the members that “the admirable assimilative 
processes of our orderly freedom are turning out Americans with 
as much facility as Dickens’ sausage factory, which was capable 
of turning paving-stones into sausages.” 42

An economic interpretation of political problems could not dis
pel all concern at how the immigrants cast their votes, but legisla
tion could end the more flagrant scandals. The Naturalization Act 
of 1906 finally terminated the wholesale distribution of citizenship 
papers on the eve of elections. Under easygoing Jeffersonian legis
lation that had lasted more than a century, as many as five thou
sand separate state courts were administering naturalization with 
no central supervision whatever. Corruption had flourished for 
decades. In addition to the thousands of immigrants naturalized 
for voting purposes on the eve of elections, many others secured 
bogus American citizenship papers in order to return to their na
tive lands exempt from a subject’s duties. Partly in response to 
State Department protests, the reform measure in 1906 restricted 
naturalization to certain courts, laid down a standardized pro
cedure for them to follow, and established a federal Division of 
Naturalization to supervise the whole process.43 The law ignored 
entirely the old nativist demand for lengthening the residence re
quirement for citizenship. It aimed not at disfranchising the immi
grant but at ending the conditions under which his vote was sold. 
It succeeded brilliantly and in doing so completed the separation 
between nativism and municipal reform.

Yet confidence was far from devotion. The progressives of the 
early twentieth century were unafraid, but in general they were 
also indifferent and aloof. Like the rest of their generation, they 
felt little enmity toward the immigrants but little identification with 
them either. A social and ideological gulf yawned between the 
well-established groups afire with visions of change and the up
rooted folk who had already experienced more change than they 
could comprehend. The progressives seldom understood the stran
gers as fellow men with special problems of adjustment. They
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could be tolerant enough; they could often accept the old ideal 
of America’s cosmopolitan nationality. But they could not believe 
that the newcomers might be significantly influencing American 
culture; at least they could not think so and retain their equanimity. 
Most native-born progressives in the early years of the century 
viewed the immigrant as a passive entity, malleable and still to be 
molded under the influences of American society. He was, in 
Charles Bonaparte’s metaphor, sausage-meat. In beings so passive 
and remote the ordinary progressive took no great interest.44

The logic of democracy, however, pointed beyond this negative 
tolerance. It pointed to a respect for the integrity and importance 
of all people, toward a cooperative concern with the problems of 
every group. Most progressives, while convinced of the solvent 
power of democracy, applied it largely to political and economic 
inequalities. That it might reform relationships among men of vary
ing creeds or colors or cultures did not impress them. On the other 
hand, some progressives glimpsed an ampler democratic vision. In 
addition to nativists like Ross and a larger group that was in
different to ethnic issues, the progressive movement produced a 
small number of democratic humanists. In the cities a few early 
twentieth century liberals came into close enough contact with the 
immigrants to see them whole, to learn that poverty and isolation 
afflicted them in special ways, and to realize that democracy 
involved a social dimension which was unfulfilled as long as 
America simply took its foreign peoples for granted.

The beginnings lay in the social settlements. These had appeared 
in the slums of New York, Chicago, and other cities in the 1890’s 
in response to the same rift between classes that aroused the na
tivists. Whereas the nativists struggled for social unity through 
hatred, the young men and women who moved into settlement 
houses hoped to bridge the class gulf through love. They went be
yond traditional humanitarianism in two respects: in wanting to 
work with the people of the slums as well as for them, and in 
wanting to learn from them as well as teach them.45 Since the 
poorest sections of the cities were the foreign quarters, most of 
the people with whom settlement dwellers worked were immi
grants. The democratic, experimental philosophy behind the settle
ments contrasted sharply with the nativistic tendencies of most late 
nineteenth century humanitarians and reformers. Of all old-stock
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Americans, settlement workers gained the fullest understanding, 
compassion, and respect for the new immigration.

Under the impact of the progressive movement, the settlements’ 
attitude toward the foreign-born gradually spread to the ranks of 
professional social workers. Until the end of the nineteenth cen
tury, social work had been largely synonymous with charity, and 
for the most part its practitioners had loudly bewailed the immi
grant flood that was swamping their resources. But now a philoso
phy of alleviation was giving way to one of prevention and social 
action. Welfare agencies, like municipal reformers and progressives 
generally, were discovering economic roots to the problems they 
faced. Instead of attributing poverty to moral weakness or to “hered
itary pauperism,” social workers turned toward the environment and 
toward its reconstruction.46 Some of the leading settlements were 
becoming veritable nurseries of reform, and as social workers fell 
into line they too saw the immigrants not as an oppressive burden 
but as an oppressed minority. In 1904 the organ of the New York 
Charity Organization Society shifted from hostility to unqualified 
sympathy for the foreign-born, and the National Conference of 
Charities made the same transition more gradually during the dec
ade. After 1910 very few social workers who had intimate contact 
with foreign groups favored a further restriction of immigration.47

Although the professional servants of society rallied behind a 
generous admission policy, their primary concern was with the 
treatment which the immigrants received after arrival. What 
needed reforming was the neglect and exploitation of the new
comers. They deserved educational opportunities to reduce their 
special handicaps and their special isolation; they should have pro
tection from both Americans and their own fellow countrymen 
who took advantage of them. Combating indifference as much as 
nativism, social workers in the latter part of the progressive period 
planted the seeds of a public welfare program directed specifically 
at immigrant needs. This program flowered, however, under other 
influences and deserves a fuller discussion in a later context.48

Along with a positive interest in the immigrants’ welfare came 
a sense of their positive value to America—not just as hewers of 
wood and drawers of water, but as enriching additions to the 
whole culture. The traditional theory of America’s cosmopolitan 
nationality emphasized the triumph of unity over diversity. Al-
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though the country was supposed somehow to gain from the blend
ing process, no one had pointed proudly to the immigrants’ con
crete contributions to the final amalgam. The few progressive 
groups who actually worked with foreigners moved a step beyond 
the usual conception of assimilation.

Here again the settlements pioneered, because they respected 
foreign customs and approached the foreigners’ problems in an em
pirical way. Experience soon taught a sensitive settlement founder 
like Jane Addams that the prevailing American contempt for the 
immigrant’s past snarled his adjustment to the new environment. 
She saw particularly that a ruthless American chauvinism often in
fected the children of the immigrants, turning them against their 
parents and exposing them to the worst in their new surroundings. 
Experimentally, Jane Addams discovered that the settlements could 
check family disorganization by extending an appreciative wel
come to Old World heritages. Several settlements began in the 
nineties to develop programs for conserving and celebrating the 
holidays, customs, folksongs, and languages of the nationalities in 
the neighborhood. In encouraging the newcomers to preserve the 
“best” in their own traditions, settlement leaders argued that each 
immigrant group had a tangible contribution to make to the build
ing of American culture. Miss Addams and others came to believe 
that a more genuinely cosmopolitan society might emerge out of 
the mingling of old and new.49

Originally a means of enhancing the foreigners’ self-respect, the 
doctrine of “immigrant gifts” soon turned into a defense of the 
foreign-born from nativist attack and a justification for reform ef
forts in their behalf. The settlement people disseminated the doc
trine widely after 1900, urging the general public as well as other 
social workers to appreciate the cultural contributions the stran
gers might make to American life.50 Allied reform elements ab
sorbed the idea. The community center movement, which began 
about 1910 as an extension of the settlement ideal of unifying the 
jangling groups in urban areas, quickly appropriated the belief that 
America would gain by giving the immigrants greater opportunity 
to express their own inherent values. The chairman of the Califor
nia State Commission of Immigration and Housing adopted a simi
lar point of view, and New York’s Governor Charles Evans Hughes
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was one of the early political leaders to praise the foreigners’ con
tribution to American life.51

A measure of these broader sympathies was passed along from 
the secular advocates of social welfare to the exponents of the So
cial Gospel, now the commanding force in American Protestant
ism. In the nineteenth century Josiah Strong and other Protestant 
reformers had regarded the foreign-born as a national menace, and 
the Protestant churches generally had shown too plain a hostility 
toward immigrants to take much thought for their religious or ma
terial welfare.52 Now the major denominations, moving more se
renely on the currents of reform, developed a general interest in 
the strangers as fellow men—and as potential Protestants. The tasks 
of assimilating and evangelizing immigrants became linked to the 
whole religious attack on social problems. Although many church
men could not entirely shed their fear and distrust, at least some 
Social-Gospelers adopted the “contributions” theory of assimila
tion. Directors of immigrant educational programs established by 
religious bodies warned their followers to emphasize America’s in
debtedness to its many peoples. The Home Mission Council, a 
broad federation of Protestant groups, sponsored a special week 
in which the churches were to undertake immigrant welfare proj
ects and indoctrinate their congregations with respect for the new
comers’ contributions.53

Thus the widening human sympathies of the progressive era 
called forth a new version of the cosmopolitan ideal of American 
nationality—a version emphasizing cultural accretion rather than 
racial blending. Undoubtedly the concept of immigrant gifts lent 
a certain status and dignity to the foreigner qua foreigner. Yet 
none of the progressives carried the idea very far; it represented 
a modification of the melting-pot tradition rather than a break 
from it.

One could talk in generalities about immigrant gifts far more 
easily than define them. No one even tried to discriminate what 
was “best” in the immigrants’ past and worth preserving, from 
what might be bad or worthless. When examples of specific gifts 
came to mind, they turned out invariably to be things to which 
Americans attached slight importance: folk dances, music, exotic 
dishes, handicrafts, perhaps certain literary fragments. The con
tributions that charmed sympathetic progressives had no bearing
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on American institutions Or ideals. A pageant prepared for Fourth 
of July celebrations expressed the gifts idea neatly. In this solemn 
drama immigrant groups in native costumes performed their na
tional folk dances in an “offertory spirit” before a white-robed 
figure of America.54 It was all very genteel and uplifting, and very 
far removed from the rough, sweaty, painful adjustments that con
verted Europeans into Americans.

The Immigrants Fight Back

Of all the groups who, through confidence or conviction, helped 
to turn back the tide of nativism, none was as resolute as the im
migrants themselves. Already they had taken an active part in 
defeating the literacy test in 1897 and 1898, at the outset of the 
new era. In the twentieth century the immigrants stood out more 
and more among the forces mobilized against the returning cur
rents of anti-foreign sentiment. In time, the general public assur
ance nourished by internal well-being and external conquest de
teriorated, and large numbers of progressives renounced their 
jaunty optimism. Eventually, even the business support of immi
gration lost much of its vitality. But for the immigrants it was a 
matter of self-defense. Every symptom of reviving nativism 
aroused a fiercer, more militant immigrant opposition. Through 
individual appeals to public opinion, through organizations, and 
through political pressure, the immigrants fought back.

The burden of defense fell chiefly on the new immigrants. In 
contrast to the general anti-foreignism prevalent in the late nine
teenth century, the attack now centered overwhelmingly on the 
peoples of southern and eastern Europe. The ties of common in
terest which elicited a united immigrant protest against restriction 
in 1897 were loose at best, and in the process of assimilation in
creasing numbers of old immigrants and their descendants were 
adopting the nativist distinction between themselves and the newer 
nationalities.

The rupture was not absolute, for some elements of the old im
migration remained active in the resistance to nativism. The Ger- 
man-American Alliance, representing more than a million and a 
half members, signed an agreement with the Ancient Order of 
Hibernians in 1907 to oppose all immigration restriction. The Irish
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leaders who dominated the Catholic Church and in some sections 
bossed the Democratic party championed the interests of their 
southern and eastern European followers.55 But the main effort 
had to come from the Slavic nationalities, the Magyars, the Italians, 
and the Jews. Of these, the Jews played by far the most significant 
role. Alone among all of the new nationalities, the Jews had an 
intelligentsia capable of reaching the American public and wealthy 
leaders well established in American life. They had also a keen 
sensitivity to slights and injuries and a tradition of fighting for their 
rights. They could supply much of the leadership and driving 
force for the immigrants’ cause.

The foreign-born spokesmen who joined battle with the nativists 
in the early twentieth century thought and wrote in the most con
ventional terms. Although they sometimes paid lip service to the 
new theory of immigrant gifts, on the whole they praised America 
rather than the immigrant. They were keepers of the hallowed 
doctrines of cosmopolitan Americanism. Time and again they re
iterated the mission of the United States to succor and shelter the 
oppressed. The course of recent history might have weakened the 
force of this idea, but Irish and Jewish leaders knew what it meant 
and gave it continuing life.56 Just as insistently, they echoed the 
traditional view of assimilation. Themselves products of the as
similative process, they were sure that America could continue to 
build a homogeneous nationality from a mixture of all comers. 
They wanted so much to demonstrate the nation’s powers of ab
sorption that they tended to treat the immigrant as a being whom 
America cleansed, transformed, and uplifted.

Two renditions of this idea, one in a play, the other in an auto
biography, said most compellingly what a legion of immigrant 
writers expressed in various ways. Israel Zangwill, an English 
author, never settled in the United States himself but directed an 
emigration society which helped thousands of Russian Jews to do 
so. Out of his enthusiasm for America he wrote The Melting-Pot, 
a rhapsodic melodrama which began a tremendously popular run 
in 1908. The play permanently attached a vivid symbol to the old 
assimilationist ideal of American nationality. America, so the moral 
went, was God’s fiery crucible, consuming the dross of Europe 
and fusing all of its warring peoples into “the coming superman.” 57 
Four years later, Mary Antin carried the melting-pot idea to its
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logical extreme. Like the characters in ZangwilPs play, this lyrical 
immigrant girl had fled from Czarist Russia. Her ecstatic auto
biography, The Promised Land, was a sustained hymn to America 
for obliterating the immigrant’s past and giving him an entirely 
new life. “I have been made over,” she wrote happily. “I am abso
lutely other than the person whose story I have to tell.” 68

Even the most original immigrant intellectual, a great social 
scientist, analyzed assimilation as if it were a one-way process by 
which America completely transformed its new peoples. Franz 
Boas, who became the leading anthropologist of the day, brought 
a lifelong devotion to historic American ideals with him when he 
arrived from Germany as a youth. Both a Jew and a democrat, 
he took a keen interest in puncturing the claims of race-thinkers. 
Theories about the superiority of mixed races he dismissed as hardly 
more scientific than those about the greatness of pure ones. True 
to the assumptions of progressivism, his own thinking recurred 
constantly to the concrete facts of physical and social environ
ments. As applied to European immigration, this environmentalist 
approach led him to a startling anthropological vindication of the 
melting-pot idea.

In 1911 Boas published, as part of a huge federal investigation of 
immigration, a study designed to prove that the American environ
ment was recasting the most persistent hereditary traits of immi
grants. Since the shape of the head was then regarded as one of 
the most stable indices of race, Boas measured the head forms of 
second-generation immigrants and found a considerable change 
from the parent stock. If long-headed types grew shorter and 
round-headed types grew longer, Boas concluded that all of the 
immigrants’ bodily and mental characteristics must be powerfully 
affected by American conditions. His report aroused immediate 
interest and was widely taken as proof of the rapid assimilation 
of all strains to a common “American type” with a uniform “Amer
ican face.” 59

For men presumed to be so passive and pliable, the immigrants 
were showing themselves wonderfully active. Along with the 
ideological thrusts of the Boases and the Zangwills, a second prong 
of the immigrant defense effort formed in politics. In the right to 
vote—the keystone of the American political structure—the foreign- 
born had a weapon against nativism hardly less significant than
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the assimilationist tradition. The new immigrants were just begin
ning to enter politics in defense of their own interests in the early 
years of the twentieth century. Their appearance as a sizeable 
political force spelled new difficulties for the nativist campaign to 
restrict immigration.

As America’s ethnic composition shifted, the Democratic party 
through its urban machines retained the allegiance of a substantial 
number of foreign voters. Irish politicians continued to function 
for the Democrats as brokers of the foreign vote. But what made 
that vote a dangerous impediment to nativism was a successful bid 
by the Republican party for a share of it. The Republicans domi
nated national politics in the first decade of the twentieth century. 
Furthermore, the G.O.P. had served as the principal channel of 
restrictionist agitation. Now the attraction of southern and eastern 
European voting blocs to the Republican column ended the party’s 
effectiveness as a nativist instrument. The shift of big business to 
an anti-restrictionist point of view undoubtedly helped to break 
the Republican-nativist alliance, but before business opposition to 
nativism had fully crystallized the Republicans were already feel
ing the pressure of their new supporters.

The coming of the new immigration gave the Republicans an 
opportunity to undermine Democratic strength in urban areas by 
mobilizing Italian, Slavic, and Jewish voters. About the turn of 
the century, contacts developed in various ways. Organizations 
like the Hungarian Republican Club of New York appeared, and 
began to receive minor federal patronage.60 In the Pennsylvania 
coal districts a wily Polish editor named Louis Hämmerling en
tered into arrangements with Senators Mark Hanna and Boies 
Penrose, receiving a subsidy which he used to influence foreign- 
language newspapers in favor of Republican candidates. Häm
merling was a master of fraud and intrigue. He served so well in 
the campaigns of 1904 and 1908 that some of his wealthy Republi
can friends then helped him set up an advertising agency, the 
American Association of Foreign Language Newspapers, which 
placed national advertising in the pages of the immigrant press 
for the first time. Through lucrative contracts which were his to 
give or withhold, Hämmerling acquired a power of life and death 
over struggling foreign-language newspapers. And with him, 
politics and business were inextricably entwined.61
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On the other hand, many Russian Jews in New York City 
proved responsive to reform campaigns and to diplomatic heckling 
of Czarist Russia. James Bronson Reynolds, head worker of a so
cial settlement on the Lower East Side, won considerable Jewish 
support for the Citizens’ Union, which fought Tammany in 1897. 
Reynolds became a close adviser of Theodore Roosevelt both on 
social problems and on immigration, directed the Society of the 
Friends of Russian Freedom, made official reports on the Jewish 
plight in eastern Europe, and continued to campaign for the Re
publican party in New York City. By 1903 Roosevelt was trying 
hard to conciliate Jewish and other critics of the administration of 
the federal immigration laws.62

Meanwhile a third force was intensifying competition for immi
grant votes. Both inside and outside of party politics William 
Randolph Hearst exerted no little influence in behalf of the foreign- 
born, for he gave them raucous support and received in return 
their devoted loyalty. Raised in the stormy politics of Denis 
Kearney’s San Francisco, Hearst learned early that a newspaper 
with bold type, simple ideas, and passionate appeals for social jus
tice could command the pennies and the votes of the immigrant 
working class. He became the knight-errant of the tenements, de
nouncing religious prejudices while arousing class and national 
prejudices, posing as the great American champion of the mal
treated Jews in Russia, and noisily publicizing the personal thanks 
of the Pope for relief funds that the Hearst papers collected when 
Mount Vesuvius erupted. He succeeded so well that at least one 
observer characterized the “yellow press” as the immigrants’ Bible. 
For years, therefore, the growing chain of Hearst newspapers 
fulminated against further restrictive legislation and also against 
strict enforcement of existing laws.63

Hearst’s campaign for the governorship of New York on the 
Democratic ticket in 1906 alarmed Republican progressives seri
ously. Just when they seemed to be making real headway in im
migrant precincts, Hearst threatened to outbid them. On the eve 
of the election, as reports poured into the White House that 
Hearst was about to sweep New York City’s Lower East Side, 
Roosevelt acted. He appointed Oscar Straus as Secretary of Com
merce and Labor, thereby elevating a Jew to the Cabinet for the
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first time and giving him control over the department which super
vised immigration.64

The first major test of the influence which the new nationalities 
and their strangely assorted allies could exert over Congress came 
in the same year. For reasons that will appear later, a resurgence 
of nativism made immigration restriction once more an issue. The 
restrictionists seemed rejuvenated enough to secure a strong meas
ure embodying the literacy test. Several foreign groups raised a 
hue and cry against it, the Jewish protest being by far the most 
vigorous. Nissim Behar, a Jewish welfare worker, organized the 
National Liberal Immigration League for the sole purpose of de
feating restriction bills. Edward Lauterbach, Jewish philanthropist 
active in Republican politics, became its president, and a list of 
prominent old-stock members gave the organization an air of altru
ism. Behar launched a whirlwind campaign of political pressure, 
but he had hardly begun when Lodge maneuvered the literacy test 
through the Senate.65

By the time the bill reached the House, immigrant opposition 
was taking hold. Straus persuaded the leading Catholic prelate, 
Cardinal Gibbons, to write a letter to Theodore Roosevelt oppos
ing the literacy test. Among Republican Congressmen, Straus 
spread a warning that passage of the literacy test would mean the 
loss of their party’s growing support in the foreign districts of the 
cities. Leaders of Jewish philanthropic societies gathered in Wash
ington to fight the bill, while the National Liberal Immigration 
League organized mass meetings in the large cities and pelted Con
gressmen with resolutions.66 President Roosevelt, although at heart 
in favor of the measure, dared not intervene openly in its behalf.

Still, the bill would have gone through if the leading “organi
zation” Republican, Speaker Joe Cannon, had not stood like a rock 
against it. Part of Cannon’s determined opposition undoubtedly 
stemmed from his hostility to organized labor (now clamoring for 
action) and from his pro-business sympathies. But also he and the 
party managers around him clearly saw that enactment of the 
literacy test would jeopardize the party’s strength among natural
ized voters.67 As the representative of a mining district that was 
drawing heavily on foreign labor, Cannon understood wherein in
dustrial interests and ethnic loyalties coincided. While the pro
gressives stayed largely on the sidelines, the expanding confidence
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of American business and the defensive strength of the immigrants 
achieved expression through the crusty old conservative from 
Illinois.

Since some wavering Congressmen were exposed to pressure 
from the trade unions and other restrictionist groups, the first step 
toward defeating the literacy test in the House of Representatives 
was to prevent a record vote on it. This was accomplished by 
Cannon’s henchmen on the Rules Committee, who reported a spe
cial rule precluding the possibility of a separate yea-and-nay vote 
on the literacy proviso. Then, as debate started, Cannon called a 
substitute to the Speaker’s chair and took personal command on 
the floor. Still it seemed that the literacy test would pass. A motion 
to strike it from the bill failed by thirteen votes on a simple divi
sion. Tellers were called for a recount. Cannon took a stand in the 
well of the House, buttonholing Congressmen as they crowded 
down to the tellers. One after another, twenty opponents of the 
motion yielded to the fierce old man and switched or withheld 
their votes. Once the literacy test was dropped, it was an easy mat
ter to drive the emasculated bill to passage.68

Now it remained only to subdue the Senate, whose representa
tives on the conference committee clung to the restrictionist pro
vision as stubbornly as Cannon’s appointees rejected it. A confer
ence deadlock lasted for eight months, until the anti-Japanese 
agitation in California stirred the President to intervene. T o ap
pease the rancorous authorities of San Francisco, Roosevelt prom
ised to secure immediate passage of the immigration bill with a new 
amendment prohibiting Japanese entry into the United States from 
Hawaii. Still, Cannon would not move. Only if the Senate drops 
the literacy test will the House agree to this bill, he told the Presi
dent’s emissary. Swallowing his own convictions, Roosevelt turned 
to the Senate and urged Lodge to abandon European restriction 
in the interest of Japanese restriction. To this plea the Senate con
ferees gave way, and the bill became law in the only form that the 
ruler of the House would accept.69

As finally enacted, the immigration act of 1907 was a triumph 
for the opponents of European restriction in all respects but one. 
Each arriving immigrant was required to pay a head tax of $4— 
twice the entrance fee then in force. On the other hand, the act en
larged the discretionary authority of the Secretary of Commerce
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and Labor to admit borderline cases; it established in the Bureau of 
Immigration a division of information, designed by anti-restric- 
tionists to promote the distribution of immigrants by finding jobs 
for them outside the big cities; and it set up a commission charged 
with making an exhaustive investigation of the impact of immigra
tion on the nation. The last idea crept into the law as a substi
tute for the literacy test. It had the merit of sounding construc
tive, and above all it would afford a breathing spell, postponing 
another nativist assault until the opposition to restriction was better 
organized.70

The anti-restrictionists had had a narrow squeeze, and they 
knew that the issue was far from settled. Perhaps they sensed that 
the ruthless power of the Speaker might not again avail them, 
though they could not foresee that it would be broken before the 
immigration question came to a head again. Yet they could count 
on building more durable barriers to legislative action. Big business 
was just beginning to take an active part in resisting restriction. 
The masses of naturalized Americans from southern and eastern 
Europe had shown only a fraction of their potential voting strength, 
and every ship was bringing more recruits. The victors of 1907 re
sorted to the delaying action of a lengthy investigation in the belief 
that time was on their side.

In a limited sense it was. Every year the new immigrants and 
their allies put up a more energetic defense. From a larger point of 
view, however, they had made too little and too sluggish use of a 
crucial interlude. The complacent optimism of the early twentieth 
century could not, in the nature of things, last for very long; the so
cial and economic problems of the industrial age were certainly far 
from solved. Henceforth, confidence in the future of American so
ciety would have to rest increasingly on the use of organized intelli
gence to preserve and fulfill what fortune initially provided. With 
the extension of centralized direction over the national life, immi
gration would surely come under purposeful control. Yet the 
friends of the immigrant had simply adopted on the issue of restric
tion a frozen posture of defending the status quo. The progressive 
spirit reacted to ethnic problems too ambiguously to be of much 
help. So the opportunity to think out an immigration policy that 
might be both realistic and democratic was lost.
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Chanten. Êinc

Toward Racism:
The History of an Idea

It need not puzzle us that Malay and Papuan, Celt and 
Roman, Saxon and Tartar should mix. . . . The best na
tions are those most widely related. . . .

—Ralph Waldo Emerson, 1856

“You cannot dodge the Mendelian law, my boy. Like begets 
like, but in a union of opposites we get throwbacks. . . . 
You’re not going to run the risk of mongrelizing the species, 
are you?”

—Peter B. Kyne, 1923

Hardly any aspect of American xenophobia over its Course from 
the eighteenth to the twentieth century is more striking than the 
monotony of its ideological refrain. Year after year, decade after 
decade, the same charges and complaints have sounded in endless 
reiteration. Variously combined, formulated, and documented, 
adapted to different and changing adversaries, rising and falling 
in intensity and acceptance, nearly all of the key ideas persisted 
without basic modification.

But in one major respect the pattern of nativist thought changed 
fundamentally. Gradually and progressively it veered toward 
racism. Absent from the strictures of the eighteenth century na
tionalist, notions of racial superiority and exclusiveness appeared 
in the mid-nineteenth, but they were to undergo a long process of 
revision and expansion before emerging in the early twentieth 
century as the most important nativist ideology. Several genera-
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tions of intellectuals took part in transforming the vague and some
what benign racial concepts of romantic nationalism into doctrines 
that were precise, malicious, and plausibly applicable to European 
immigration. The task was far from simple; at every point the 
race-thinkers confronted the liberal and cosmopolitan barriers of 
Christianity and American democracy. Ironically and significantly, 
it was not until the beginning of the present century, when public 
opinion recovered much of its accustomed confidence, that racial 
nativism reached intellectual maturity.

Of course racial nativism forms only a segment, though a criti
cal and illuminating segment, of the larger evolution of race con
sciousness in modern times. The greater part of the complex phe
nomenon which is now fashionably called “race prejudice” lies 
beyond the scope of this book; its history is tangled and still largely 
unwritten. What concerns us is the intersection of racial attitudes 
with nationalistic ones—in other words, the extension to European 
nationalities of that sense of absolute difference which already 
divided white Americans from people of other colors. When sen
timents analogous to those already discharged against Negroes, 
Indians, and Orientals spilled over into anti-European channels, a 
force of tremendous intensity entered the stream of American 
nativism.

The whole story of modern racial ferment, nativist and other
wise, has two levels, one involving popular emotions, the other 
concerning more or less systematic ideas. Most of the emotions 
flow from a reservoir of habitual suspicion and distrust accumu
lated over the span of American history toward human groups 
stamped by obvious differences of color. The ideas, on the other 
hand, depend on the speculations of intellectuals on the nature of 
races. The distinction is partly artificial, for the spirit of white 
supremacy—or what may be labeled race-feeling—has interlocked 
with race-thinking at many points. Indeed, their convergence has 
given the problem of race its modern significance. But at least the 
distinction has the merit of reminding us that race-feelings and 
explicit concepts about races have not always accompanied one 
another. The Anglo-Saxon idea in its early form did not entail 
the biological taboos of race-feeling. Nor did the pattern of white 
supremacy, in all likelihood, depend at the outset on formal race
thinking. Traditional religious beliefs, often hardly articulated
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at all, served the pragmatic purposes of the English colonists who 
enslaved Negroes and who scourged Indians as Satanic agents 
“having little of Humanitie but shape.” 1 However, the evolution 
of white supremacy into a comprehensive philosophy of life, 
grounding human values in the innate constitution of nature, re
quired a major theoretical effort. It was the task of the race- 
thinkers to organize specific antipathies toward dark-hued peoples 
into a generalized, ideological structure.

To the development of racial nativism, the thinkers have made 
a special contribution. Sharp physical differences between native 
Americans and European immigrants were not readily apparent; 
to a large extent they had to be manufactured. A rather elaborate, 
well-entrenched set of racial ideas was essential before the new
comers from Europe could seem a fundamentally different order 
of men. Accordingly, a number of race-conscious intellectuals 
blazed the way for ordinary nativists, and it will be useful to tell 
their story before turning in later chapters to the popular emo
tions their ideas helped to orient.

From Romanticism to Naturalism

Two general types of race-thinking, derived from very different 
origins, circulated throughout the nineteenth century. One came 
from political and literary sources and assumed, under the impact 
of the romantic movement, a nationalistic form. Its characteristic 
manifestation in England and America was the Anglo-Saxon tra
dition. Largely exempt through most of the century from the pas
sions of either the nativist or the white supremacist, this politico
literary concept of race lacked a clearly defined physiological 
basis. Its vague identification of culture with ancestry served 
mainly to emphasize the antiquity, the uniqueness, and the per
manence of a nationality. It suggested the inner vitality of one’s 
own culture, rather than the menace of another race. Whereas 
some of the early racial nationalists attributed America’s greatness 
(and above all its capacity for self-government) to its Anglo- 
Saxon derivation, others thought America was creating a new 
mixed race; and, such was the temper of the age, many accepted 
both ideas at the same time. But whether exclusive or cosmopolitan 
in tendency, these romantics almost always discussed race as an ill-
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defined blessing; hardly ever as a sharply etched problem. During 
the age of confidence, as Anglo-Saxonism spread among an east
ern social elite well removed from the fierce race conflicts of other 
regions, it retained a complacent, self-congratulatory air.

Meanwhile a second kind of race-thinking was developing from 
the inquiries of naturalists. Stimulated by the discovery of new 
worlds overseas, men with a scientific bent began in the seven
teenth and eighteenth centuries to study human types systemati
cally in order to catalogue and explain them. While Anglo-Saxon- 
ists consulted history and literature to identify national races, the 
naturalists concentrated on the great “primary” groupings of Homo 
sapiens and used physiological characteristics such as skin color, 
stature, head shape, and so on, to distinguish them one from the 
other. Quite commonly this school associated physical with cul
tural differences and displayed, in doing so, a feeling of white 
superiority over the colored races. On the whole, however, the 
leading scientific thinkers did not regard race differences as per
manent, pure, and unalterable. A minority insisted that races were 
immutable, separately created species; but the influence of this 
polygenist argument suffered from its obvious violation of the 
Christian doctrine of the unity of mankind. For the most part, 
early anthropologists stressed the molding force of environmental 
conditions in differentiating the human family.2

In the course of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 
the separation between the two streams of race-thinking gradually 
and partially broke down. Racial science increasingly intermingled 
with racial nationalism. Under the pressure of a growing national 
consciousness, a number of European naturalists began to sub
divide the European white man into biological types, often using 
linguistic similarity as evidence of hereditary connection. For 
their part, the nationalists slowly absorbed biological assumptions 
about the nature of race, until every national trait seemed wholly 
dependent on hereditary transmission. This interchange forms the 
intellectual background for the conversion of the vague Anglo- 
Saxon tradition into a sharp-cutting nativist weapon and, ulti
mately, into a completely racist philosophy.

Behind the fusion—and confusion—of natural history with na
tional history, of “scientific” with social ideas, lay a massive trend 
in the intellectual history of the late nineteenth and twentieth
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centuries. Hopes and fears alike received scientific credentials; and 
men looked on the human universe in increasingly naturalistic 
terms. In religion, literature, philosophy, and social theory ancient 
dualisms dissolved. Human affairs and values were seen more and 
more as products of vast, impersonal processes operating through
out nature. The Darwinian theory represented a decisive step in 
this direction; in the eyes of many, it subsumed mankind wholly 
under the grim physical laws of the animal kingdom.

While the whole naturalistic trend encouraged race-thinking and 
lent a sharper flesh-and-blood significance to it, Darwinism added 
a special edge. By picturing all species as both the products and 
the victims of a desperate, competitive struggle for survival, Dar
winism suggested a warning: the daily peril of destruction con
fronts every species. Thus the evolutionary theory, when fully 
adopted by race-thinkers, not only impelled them to anchor their 
national claims to a biological basis; it also provoked anxiety by 
denying assurance that the basis would endure. Although most 
Anglo-Saxonists still identified their race with an indwelling spirit
ual principle, now they had also to envision the bearers of that 
principle as combatants in the great biological battle raging 
throughout nature.

On the other hand, it is not true that Darwinian (and Spencer
ian) ideas led directly to an outburst of racial nativism or to an 
overriding hereditarian determinism. The whole scientific revolu
tion of the nineteenth century merely prepared the way and opened 
the possibility for those developments. Actually, the evolutionary 
hypothesis left major obstacles to a rigidly racial creed.

First of all, the general climate of opinion in the early Darwinian 
era inhibited the pessimistic implications of the new naturalism. 
What stood out in the first instance, as the great social lesson of 
the theory of natural selection, was not the ravages of the struggle 
for survival but rather the idea of “the survival of the fittest.’, To a 
generation of intellectuals steeped in confidence, the laws of evo
lution seemed to guarantee that the “fittest” races would most 
certainly triumph over inferior competitors. And in their eager
ness to convert social values into biological facts, Darwinian opti
mists unblinkingly read “the fittest” to mean “the best.” They felt 
confirmed in their supremacy over the immigrants, who in turn 
seemed the winnowed best of Europe. Darwinism, therefore, easily
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ministered to Anglo-Saxon pride, but in the age of confidence it 
could hardly arouse Anglo-Saxon anxiety.

Secondly, Darwinism gave the race-thinkers little concrete help 
in an essential prerequisite of racism—belief in the preponderance 
of heredity over environment. Certainly the biological vogue of 
the late nineteenth century stimulated speculation along these 
lines, but the evolutionary theory by no means disqualified a fun
damentally environmentalist outlook. Darwin’s species struggled 
and evolved within particular natural settings; they survived 
through adaptation to those settings. This aspect of the theory 
ultimately impressed itself so forcefully on American social scien
tists that toward the end of the century one of them acclaimed 
the doctrine of evolution for actually discouraging racial as op
posed to environmental interpretations.3 And while liberal en
vironmentalists drew comfort from the new scientific gospel, it 
left the race-thinkers with no definite knowledge of how hereditary 
forces function or persist. Darwinism explained only the survival, 
not the appearance, of biological variations from pre-existing types. 
The origins of and relationships among races remained obscure.

Obviously both of these difficulties would have to be overcome 
if the Anglo-Saxon nationalism of the 1870’s was to evolve into a 
fully effective instrument for race-feelings. Even to begin the 
transition the race-thinkers would have to cast loose from Dar
winian optimism, discarding the happy thought that the fittest, 
in the sense of the best, always win out. That done, they would 
still lack a strict racial determinism. To divorce race entirely from 
environment and to put biological purity at the center of social 
policy, American nationalists would need further cues from the 
developing natural sciences.

Patricians on the Defensive

Americans were slow to take that second and more drastic step. 
Although sweeping theories and pretentious sciences or pseudo
sciences of race developed in continental Europe in the late nine
teenth century, American intellectuals of that period knew practi
cally nothing of them. Nor did American scientists make any con
tributions to race-thinking similar to those of Broca, Ammon, or 
Lapouge. In the United States psychologists dealt with individuals
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rather than groups, sociologists with institutions rather than peo
ples. Anthropologists immersed themselves in narrowly empirical 
studies of primitive folk, chiefly the Indians.4 The movement to
ward racism was an up-hill fight in democratic America.

But a number of Anglo-Saxon nationalists in the eighties and 
nineties did begin to break away from evolutionary optimism. At 
first, instead of trying to qualify or rebut the principle of the sur
vival of the fittest, the race-thinkers simply turned from compla
cent contemplation of America’s Anglo-Saxon past to an anxious 
look at its future. This swing to a defensive outlook marks the 
initial phase of racial nativism. It required no fresh intellectual 
stimulus; it was precipitated by the general crisis in American 
society.

The same internal crisis that reactivated the older nativist tradi
tions crystallized the new one. Until unrest and class cleavage up
set the reign of confidence in the 1880’s, the assimilationist concept 
of a mixed nationality had tempered and offset pride in Anglo- 
Saxon superiority. But when the Anglo-Saxon enthusiasts felt their 
society and their own status deeply threatened, they put aside 
their boasts about the assimilative powers of their race. They read 
the signs of the times as symptoms of its peril. Contrary to an 
impression widespread among historians, the new racial xenophobia 
did not originate as a way of discriminating between old and new 
immigrations. It arose from disturbances, within American society, 
which preceded awareness of a general ethnic change in the incom
ing stream. At the outset, Anglo-Saxon nativism vaguely indicted 
the whole foreign influx. Only later did the attack narrow specifi
cally to the new immigration.

The current social scene presented a troubling contrast to the 
image of America that Anglo-Saxon intellectuals cherished. The 
tradition of racial nationalism had always proclaimed orderly self- 
government as the chief glory of the Anglo-Saxons—an inherited 
capacity so unique that the future of human freedom surely rested 
in their hands. But now the disorders of the mid-eighties cast 
doubt on the survival of a free society. The more anxious of the 
Anglo-Saxon apostles knew that the fault must lie with all the 
other races swarming to America. Did they not, one and all, lack 
the Anglo-Saxon’s self-control, almost by definition? So, behind 
the popular image of unruly foreigners, a few caught sight of un-
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ruly races; and Anglo-Saxon nativism emerged as a corollary to 
anti-radical nativism—as a way of explaining why incendiary im
migrants threatened the stability of the republic.

The explanation came out clear-cut in the convulsion that fol
lowed the Haymarket Affair. A writer in a business magazine 
stated the racial lesson of the riot in the baldest terms: anarchy 
is “a blood disease” from which the English have never suffered. 
“I am no race worshipper,” he insisted, “but . . .  if the master 
race of this continent is subordinated to or overrun with the com
munistic and revolutionary races, it will be in grave danger of 
social disaster.” 5 During the same fateful summer a leading Con
gregational theologian equated race and unrest in words so sharp 
that he withheld them from publication for a year and a half. The 
Reverend Theodore T. Munger, an exponent of evolutionary the
ology, had long admired the Anglo-Saxons, the most highly devel
oped, the most individualistic, and indeed the most Christian of 
races. As he surveyed the strife of 1886, he saw “anarchism, law
lessness . . . labor strikes, and a general violation of personal 
rights such as the Anglo-Saxon race has not witnessed since Magna 
Charta. . . . This horrible tyranny is wholly of foreign origin.” 
Fundamentally, however, the problem was not just foreign. It was 
“physiological”: how to restrict immigration “so that the physical 
stock shall not degenerate, and how to keep the strong, fine strain 
ascendant.” 6

Compared to the common and simple attack on radical foreign
ers, the attack on radical races was at first a minor theme. Indeed, 
it did not immediately displace the older kind of race-thinking. 
During the eighties many Anglo-Saxonists still clung to the tradi
tional pride and confidence in America’s powers of assimilation. 
Josiah Strong, for example, was still celebrating the absorptive 
capacities of the Anglo-Saxons after he had begun to attack the 
immigrants as socially disruptive. And in 1890 James K. Hosmer’s 
glowing constitutional history of the Anglo-Saxon race still con
ceded that racial mingling invigorated it, although Hosmer was 
equally certain that immigration was diluting the Anglo-Saxons’ 
blood and subverting their social order.7

During the 1890’s, as the social crisis deepened, racial nativism 
became more defined and widespread. If one may judge, however, 
from Congressional debates, newspapers, and the more popular
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periodicals, Anglo-Saxonism still played a relatively small part in 
public opinion. The rising flood of popular xenophobia drew much 
more upon conventional anti-foreign ideas.

On the whole, the Anglo-Saxon tradition in its new nativistic 
form still found its support within the patrician circles where it 
had persisted throughout the age of confidence. Now, as then, 
the race-thinkers were men who rejoiced in their colonial an
cestry, who looked to England for standards of deportment and 
taste, who held the great academic posts or belonged to the best 
clubs or adorned the higher Protestant clergy. Some, like Frank 
Parsons or Albert Shaw, were active reformers, especially in the 
municipal field. But, in general, racial nativists worshipped tradi
tion in a deeply conservative spirit, and in the tumult of the nine
ties it seemed to them that everything fixed and sacred was threat
ened with dissolution. Among them were Episcopalian Bishop A. 
Cleveland Coxe, who added the final “e” to his family name in 
order to re-establish its antique spelling;8 Woodrow Wilson, then 
a historian with aristocratic sympathies, a disciple of Burke and 
Bagehot who believed heartily in evolution because it moved so 
slowly; John W. Burgess, who brought from German seminars a 
love for “the race-proud Teutons” rather than the Anglo-Saxons 
and whose political science proved that racial amalgamation en
dangered private enterprise; and of course Henry Cabot Lodge, 
who mourned for the days when society venerated the old fami
lies, their traditions, and their ancestors. No one expressed the 
state of mind in this group better than the Presbyterian clergyman 
in New York who thought nature’s great principle of inequality 
endangered by a “specious humanity,” liberty-loving Anglo-Saxons 
beset by socialistic foreigners, and the intelligent people in the 
clutches of the unintelligent.9

A substantial number of these patrician nativists belonged to the 
cultivated intelligentsia of New England, the region where the 
Anglo-Saxon idea was most firmly entrenched. There the propor
tion of foreign-born in the total population was rising more sharply 
than in any other part of the country. There too the declining 
vitality of the native culture contributed to a defensive attitude. 
Brahmin intellectuals such as Lodge, Henry Adams, and Barrett 
Wendell knew that the historic culture of New England had en
tered its “Indian Summer,” and the knowledge gave them added
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cause to see their race and region beleaguered by the alien.10 In 
other places also a pessimistic spirit was creeping into intellectual 
life as the century waned. What the German writer Max Nordau 
was calling “vague qualms of a Dusk of the Nations” darkened 
various minds receptive to social anxieties or to the grimmer im
plications of Darwinian naturalism. But New Englanders par
ticularly succumbed to the melancholy, fin de siècle mood and 
gave it a racial form. Thus at Harvard, Barrett Wendell, whose 
English accent matched his Anglophile interpretation of American 
literature, was settling into the conviction that his own kind had 
had its day, that other races had wrenched the country from its 
grasp for once and all.11

Many if not most of these men in the early nineties remained 
oblivious of the new immigration, assuming that the immigrants 
as a whole lacked the Anglo-Saxon’s ancestral qualities. However, 
the avant-garde of racial nationalists was discovering during those 
years the shift in the immigrant stream. The discovery was impor
tant, because it lent a new sharpness and relevance to race-think
ing. By making the simple (and in fact traditional) assumption 
that northern European nationalities shared much of the Anglo- 
Saxon’s inherited traits, a racial nativist could now understand why 
immigration had just now become a problem. Also, the cultural 
remoteness of southern and eastern European “races” suggested to 
him that the foreign danger involved much more than an inherited 
incapacity for self-government: the new immigration was racially 
impervious to the whole of American civilization! Thus Anglo- 
Saxon nativism, in coming to focus on specific ethnic types, passed 
beyond its first, subordinate role as a corollary to anti-radical na
tivism. It found its own raison d’etre, and in doing so served to 
divide the new immigrants from their predecessors in an absolute 
and fundamental way. Racial nativism became at once more plaus
ible, a more significant factor in the history of immigration restric
tion, and a more precisely formulated ideology.

Three prominent intellectuals of the day illustrate this evolu
tion in the Anglo-Saxon idea. Each of them embarked on anti- 
foreign agitation in the loose terms provoked by the internal events 
of the eighties, and each of them ended by fixing on the new im
migration as constitutionally incapable of assimilation.

Nathaniel S. Shaler, the Kentucky-born geologist who presided
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over the Lawrence Scientific School at Harvard, was in some ways a 
reluctant and unlikely nativist. One of the most benign of individ
uals, Shaler felt a real sympathy for disadvantaged groups; and his 
professional training impressed upon him the large influence of the 
physical environment in creating human differences. But his early 
southern background had given Shaler an indelible race conscious
ness. He easily shared the belief of his Brahmin colleagues that 
American democracy rested on an English racial heritage. At first 
he stated the racial argument against immigration in class terms, 
contending that the immigrants threatened social stability because, 
as peasants, they lacked the Americans’ inborn instinct for free
dom. In 1894, however, he shifted to a more specific and sweeping 
attack on the new immigration. Instead of indicting the immi
grants as a whole, he now drew a sharp racial contrast between 
northwestern and southeastern Europeans, maintaining that the 
new “non-Aryan” peoples were wholly different from earlier im
migrants and innately impossible to Americanize.12

Henry Cabot Lodge arrived by a similar route at the same con
clusion but carried it much further. What was perhaps his earliest 
public attack on immigration reflected simply a nationalist reac
tion to the crisis within American society. At that time, in 1888, 
he actually repudiated the injection of racial considerations into 
political issues. His own Anglo-Saxonism still conformed to the 
traditional eulogistic pattem.13 Events, however, soon turned his 
attention to invidious racial comparisons.* In 1891 Lodge pub
lished a statistical analysis, which cost him much time and effort, 
concerning “the distribution of ability” in the American popula
tion. By classifying the entries in a biographical encyclopedia, he 
tried to show “the enormous predominance” of an English racial 
strain over every other in contributing to the development of the 
United States. Although the figures in this study suggested the 
inferiority of every non-English group in America, thereafter 
Lodge concentrated his fire on the new immigration, arguing that

* In 1890, for largely partisan reasons, Lodge brought to a head a Republi
can drive to enact a Force Bill designed to insure Negro suffrage in the South. 
The attempt failed; in fact, it brought down upon Lodge the condemnation of 
“the best people” of Massachusetts. The next year, instead of opposing racial 
barriers, Lodge proceeded to champion them by opening his campaign in 
Congress against the new immigration. See James A. Barnes, John G. Carlisle, 
Financial Statesman (New York, 1931), 188.
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it presented a supreme danger transcending political or economic 
considerations: it threatened “a great and perilous change in the 
very fabric of our race.” 14

To support this view, Lodge went far beyond his American 
contemporaries in the direction of a racial philosophy of history. 
During a summer in France in 1895, he happened upon a new book 
by Gustave Le Bon, The Psychology of Peoples. Le Bon was a 
poetic social psychologist, an enemy of democracy, and a man 
who lived in dread of an imminent socialist revolution. His book 
treated nationalities as races and races as the substrata of history. 
Only through crossbreeding, according to Le Bon, could a race 
die or miss its destiny. He saw little hope for continental Europe 
but thought that the English, alone among European races, had 
kept their purity and stability. Lodge took these ideas back to the 
United States and repeated them practically verbatim on the floor 
of the Senate in 1896 in leading the fight for the literacy test. 
Without restriction of the new immigration, he warned, Amer
ica’s fixed, inherited national character would be lost in the only 
way possible—by being “bred out.” 15

Lodge was exceptional both in his direct contact with European 
race-thinking and in the degree to which he embraced an ideal of 
racial purity. It was not so easy for others to ignore the influence 
of environment or to understand how a supposedly backward, in
ferior type could overwhelm the puissant Anglo-Saxons.

A third member of the Yankee upper crust moved more cau
tiously into racial nativism but exerted in the long run a more 
telling intellectual influence. Francis A. Walker, president of the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology and one of the outstanding 
economists of his day, was virtually the only American who made 
an original contribution to nativist thought in the late nineteenth 
century. Unlike Lodge, Shaler or the rest, Walker faced up to the 
key Darwinian issue of the survival of the fittest.

When he awoke to the menace of the foreign-born during the 
great labor upheaval of the mid-eighties, it was not race but rather 
the European’s characteristic “insolence and savagery” that gave 
Walker visions of “great cities threatened with darkness, riot, and 
pillage.” He continued to think of labor unrest as the most impor
tant aspect of the foreign peril and, in fact, never indulged in com
prehensive racial theorizing. But as early as 1890 he trembled at a
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new influx of totally unassimilable races, representing “the very 
lowest stage of degradation.” That these were laggards in the 
struggle for existence Walker had no doubt. Lest anyone should 
still defend the old Darwinian notion of migration as a selective 
process bringing America the most energetic and enterprising of 
Europeans, Walker neatly turned the tables, declaring that nat
ural selection was now working in reverse. Due to the cheapness 
and ease of steamship transportation, the fittest now stay at home; 
the unfit migrate. The new immigrants, he declared in phrases that 
rang down through the restriction debates of the next three dec
ades, “are beaten men from beaten races; representing the worst 
failures in the struggle for existence. . . . They have none of the 
ideas and aptitudes which . . . belong to those who are descended 
from the tribes that met under the oak trees of old Germany to 
make laws and choose chieftains.” 16

But still there was the hard question: How and why can such 
unfit groups endanger the survival of America’s strong native 
stock? Walker held the clue long before it occurred to him to ask 
the question. As superintendent of the United States census of 
1870, he had noticed that the rate of population growth in Amer
ica was declining. At the time and for many years afterward he 
interpreted the decline very sensibly as a result of urbanization and 
industrialization. Then, when the events of the eighties and early 
nineties turned his attention to the racial significance of immigra
tion, the old problem of population growth appeared in a new 
light. Might not the dwindling birth rate be a prudential response 
by the old American stock to a Darwinian struggle with immi
grants capable of underbidding and outbreeding them? With an 
ingenious show of statistics, Walker argued in 1891 that the repro
ductive decline was occurring largely among the native population 
and that immigration rather than domestic conditions was respon
sible for it. In order to compete with cheap foreign labor, he said, 
Americans preferred to reduce the size of their families rather 
than lower their standard of living. Thus the foreign-born were 
actually replacing the native stock, not reinforcing it; in the very 
act of maintaining social and economic superiority, native Amer
icans were undergoing biological defeat. In view of the new influx 
from southern and eastern Europe, Walker was sure that this long
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process of replacement would now enter an increasingly ominous 
stage.17

From a racial point of view, the argument had the disadvantage 
of resting on social and economic determinants and therefore fail
ing to make any real distinction between immigrant types. Never
theless, it did effectively counter Darwinian optimism while de
fining the foreign danger in plainly biological terms. Like Lodge’s 
bluster about crossbreeding, Walker’s birth-rate hypothesis sug
gested that unobstructed natural selection might insure the sur
vival of the worst people rather than the best. The recasting of the 
Anglo-Saxon tradition into the mold of a gloomy, scientific natu
ralism was under way.

Optimistic Crosscurrents

Before this naturalistic trend made further headway, in fact be
fore nativists paid much attention to Walker’s theory, events tem
porarily twisted race-thinking in a very different direction. The 
fears and forebodings that were pushing Anglo-Saxonism toward 
sharper, more dogmatic formulations suddenly lifted at the end 
of the century; a new era bright with hope and flushed with well
being relieved the need to define enemies and explain failures. At a 
time when every xenophobia subsided, racial nationalism softened, 
relaxed, and resumed once more its historic air of triumphant con
fidence. Yet, oddly, it flourished as never before.

Actually, two currents of racial nationalism had developed 
among American intellectuals during the 1890’s. One was de
fensive, pointed at the foreigner within; the other was aggressive, 
calling for expansion overseas. Both issued, in large measure, from 
the same internal frustrations; both reflected the same groundswell 
of national feeling. But one warned the Anglo-Saxon of a danger 
of submergence, while the other assured him of a conquering des
tiny. By 1898 the danger and doom were all but forgotten, and 
the conquest was made. An easy and successful adventure in im
perialism gave racial nationalism both an unprecedented vogue and 
a cheerful tone. In a torrent of popular jubilation over the Anglo- 
Saxon’s invincibility, the need to understand his predicament scien
tifically dissolved in a romantic glow.18

Imperialists happily intent on absorbing Filipinos and Puerto
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Ricans felt little doubt of the Anglo-Saxons’ powers of assimila
tion. Instead of Lodge’s dread of racial mixture and his insistence 
on the fixity of the Anglo-Saxon folk, the country now heard once 
more the earlier theory of John Fiske: that Anglo-Saxons possess a 
unique capacity to merge with other peoples while retaining their 
own dominant traits. Franklin H. Giddings, the first professor of 
sociology at Columbia University, dressed up in scientific lan
guage the old notion that immigration was recapitulating in the 
United States the same blend of European strains from which the 
English had originally emerged. His proof that the United States 
was still English moved the editor of the Ladies’ Home Journal to 
congratulate the home of the oppressed for its success in assimila
tion.19 Others admitted that America’s racial composition was 
changing but insisted that its Anglo-Saxon (or Teutonic) ideals 
were imposed on all comers. Albert Shaw, once one of the leading 
racial nativists, explained his shift away from a restrictionist posi
tion by asserting that America’s power to assimilate had increased. 
Another imperialist felt so strong a sense of national homogeneity 
that he gave a new definition to the term Anglo-Saxon. All who 
stand together under the stars and stripes and fight for what it rep
resents, he declared, have a right to that proud designation.20

Of course, there was another, less uplifting side to this frame of 
mind. The prime object of the imperialist ideology, after all, was 
to justify imposing colonial status on backward peoples. Every 
Anglo-Saxonist knew that the United States was taking up “the 
white man’s burden” in extending American control over the dark- 
skinned natives of the Philippines, Hawaii, and Puerto Rico. Under 
these circumstances the Anglo-Saxon idea easily associated itself' 
with emotions of white supremacy. In other words, while welcom
ing the immigrant population into the Anglo-Saxon fold, imperial
ists were also linking their ideal of nationality to a consciousness 
of color. Although a romantic idealism temporarily blurred the 
ideological sharpness of racial nationalism, at a deeper and more 
permanent level the Anglo-Saxon would henceforth symbolize the 
white man par excellence.

The imperialist excitement itself lasted only a short while, leav
ing the Anglo-Saxon tradition freighted with race-feelings and ex
posed again to a defensive, nativistic reaction. Overseas adventures 
lost their savor as soon as they engendered difficult moral prob-
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lems and serious international entanglements. As early as 1901 the 
bloodshed necessary to impose United States rule on the “new- 
caught, sullen peoples” of the Philippines was deflating enthusiasm 
for expansion. And by 1905, when Japan emerged as a new world 
power menacing American interests in the Far East, American 
opinion was nervously repudiating the conquering, global destiny 
of a few years before.21 Confronted by the “Yellow Peril,” the 
Anglo-Saxon abandoned his rampant stance and resumed a some
what defensive posture.

There were various indications in the early years of the twen
tieth century that race-thinking was entering a fretful, post-im
perialist phase. One very direct reflection of the change of mood 
came in a book published in 1905 by a United States Army surgeon 
on his return from a tour of duty in the Philippines. In The Ef
fects of Tropical Light on White Men, Major Charles E. Wood
ruff passed a depressing verdict on the racial results of imperialism. 
The blond, blue-eyed race, he argued, is born to command and to 
conquer; but in expanding southward from its foggy, overcast 
homelands in northern Europe it always succumbs to intense sun
light, which only the brunette races can withstand. And as Wood
ruff glanced apprehensively at the complexion of the immigrants 
pouring into the United States at the time, he added a significant 
afterthought. Perhaps the blond Teutons cannot expect to survive 
even under the climatic conditions prevailing throughout most of 
the United States.22 Woodruff displayed all of the color feelings 
aroused by imperialism and none of its buoyant idealism. Much 
the same can be said of the gloomy tracts that California’s leading 
race-thinker, Homer Lea, wrote in the next few years on the de
cline of American militancy and the spread of the Yellow Peril.23

Among other racial nationalists the reaction from imperial eu
phoria brought back the vague fears of the nineties about the 
Anglo-Saxons’ stamina. They spoke of the old stock becoming 
decadent and being elbowed aside, of the Anglo-Saxon race as 
doomed, of the native Americans suffering from all manner of 
moral, physical, and psychic deterioration, due in large measure 
to immigration. Since nativism was at a low ebb in the early years 
of the century, the complaints usually sounded a mournful note 
rather than a belligerent or defiant one. Professor George E. Wood- 
berry, one of the old-guard literary critics, even tried to find some
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comfort in the dismal spectacle. Lecturing on “race power” in lit
erature in 1903, he suggested that the dissolution of the English 
race would fulfill a historic, sacrificial principle by which each 
great race succumbs in order to bequeath its heritage to a broader 
humanity.24

A less spiritually satisfying but more scientific explanation of the 
Anglo-Saxon’s flagging energies could be found in Francis A. 
Walker’s theory that immigration discouraged reproduction among 
the older stock. The theory was more and more widely discussed, 
with hardly anyone equipped statistically to challenge it.25 Instead 
of critical scrutiny, Walker’s sober argument now got a popular 
currency as it was inflated into the more grandiose concept of 
“race suicide.” This happened in a curiously roundabout fashion. 
In 1901 Edward A. Ross used Walker’s ideas in an address before 
the American Academy of Political and Social Science to explain 
how unchecked Asiatic immigration might lead to the extinction 
of the American people. When a higher race quietly eliminates it
self rather than endure the competition of a lower one, said Ross, 
it is committing suicide. At the time, Ross was too confident of 
America’s powers of assimilation to write about European immi
gration in these terms.26 Before “race suicide” did become directly 
pertinent to the problem which Walker himself had had in mind, 
Theodore Roosevelt simplified it into an argument against birth 
control. For all of his booming optimism, Roosevelt could not en
tirely repress lurking doubts over the future. His nativist tenden
cies being in check, he discharged his anxieties through vague, 
thundering appeals to mothers to arrest the suicide of “the race” by 
having more children.27

The President’s campaign for fecundity popularized the notion 
of race suicide. During the period from 1905 through 1909 the 
general magazines published over thirty-five articles dealing di
rectly with the topic. Once it became a minor national phobia, 
the original, nativistic implications of the idea speedily reasserted 
themselves. In reply to a Rooseveltian tirade, Harper’s Weekly re
marked caustically in 1905 that exhortation would have little ef
fect on the native birth rate as long as unlimited European immi
gration continued to reduce it. Soon books were being written to 
warn that race suicide would “toll the passing of this great Anglo- 
Teuton people” and the surrender of the nation “to the Latin and
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the Hun.” 28 In the end, the whole discussion probably caused 
more race-thinking than reproduction. At least it brought to a 
wider audience the racial pessimism previously confined to a lim
ited group of upper-class intellectuals.

It would be wrong to suppose, however, that any despairing 
note sounded very loudly or struck very deeply during the first 
decade of the twentieth century. Pessimistic anxieties crept about 
the fringes of American thought; at the heart of it was a supreme 
confidence. As the ebullience of imperialism ebbed away, much of 
the slack in American spirits was taken up by another enthusiasm. 
Progressivism inherited and sustained a good deal of the verve and 
exuberance which imperialism had generated. Many of the empire- 
builders of 1900 became apostles of social reform in the following 
years,29 their crusading élan shifting from expansion abroad to im
provement at home. As long as progressivism kept that psycholog
ical tone, as long as it radiated a sense of promise and victory, it 
limited the impact of imperialism’s other heritage of race-thinking.

Furthermore, the premises of progressive thought, as well as its 
optimistic spirit, blunted the force of Anglo-Saxon nativism. By 
renewing faith in democracy, progressivism tended to challenge 
belief in racial inequalities. By concentrating on environmental re
construction, it implicitly disputed all racial determinisms. At a 
time when politicians, public, and intelligentsia, alike, quickened 
with a vision of intelligence recasting environment, the Anglo- 
Saxon tradition faced powerful opposing currents. If nativistic in
tellectuals were to capitalize on the race consciousness left in the 
wake of imperialism, they would have to breast the mainstream of 
progressive thought.

Thus the race-thinkers of the early twentieth century belonged 
in considerable degree to the same social minority that had sus
tained the Anglo-Saxon tradition during the late nineteenth. Con
servative patricians were less likely than most Americans to share 
the prevailing optimism and environmentalism. To men like Lodge 
and the founders of the Immigration Restriction League, like 
Major Woodruff and Professor Woodberry, the crusading spirit 
of progressivism brought little solace. Surely reform was not re
storing the more stable social order of the past, and those who 
above all valued family and tradition often relapsed into a gloomy 
view of their racial future once the appeal of imperialism faded.
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A number of patrician intellectuals, it is true, were caught up in 
the wave of social reform and surrendered some of their ethnic 
worries in the process. Theodore Roosevelt, for example, who had 
applauded Lodge’s racial tirade in 1896 and rushed off to France 
an order for Le Bon’s books, by 1904 was calling into question the 
whole tendency to use racial criteria in judging nationalities.30 But 
others of Roosevelt’s background felt increasingly their own so
cial displacement in a democratic age and hugged ever more tightly 
—in Henry James’ words—“the honor that sits astride of the con
secrated English tradition.” 31

In short, when imperialism subsided, the Anglo-Saxon tradition 
moved again in the nativist direction it had taken during the early 
and mid-nineties. Yet the subsequent compulsions of empire-build
ing and progressive reform decisively affected its course—one in a 
positive, the other in a negative, way. Imperialism left a heritage of 
race-feelings that enriched the emotional appeal of Anglo-Saxon 
nativism; progressivism challenged its intellectual basis. The demo
cratic, environmentalist outlook adopted by most of the leading 
social scientists and historians of the Progressive era weakened the 
intellectual respectability of the confused, ill-defined concepts of 
race prevalent in the nineteenth century. To vindicate its intel
lectual pretensions and rationalize its emotional tone, the Anglo- 
Saxon tradition more than ever needed restatement in the form of 
a scientific law. And this was exactly what happened.

Enter the Natural Scientists

In the 1890’s nativist intellectuals had barely begun to think of 
European races as a biological threat or to associate national sur
vival with racial purity. Even Walker’s birth-rate theory offered 
no logical reason to suppose that the country would suffer from 
the replacement of old stock by new. Perhaps the most serious in
tellectual handicap of American race-thinkers before the twentieth 
century was the lack of a general scientific principle from which 
to argue the prepotency of heredity in human affairs. But at the 
turn of the century, when social science and history came increas
ingly under the sway of environmental assumptions, biologists ad
vanced dramatic claims for heredity and even helped to translate 
them into a political and social creed.32
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The new science of heredity came out of Europe about 1900 
and formed the first substantial contribution of European thought 
to American nativism after the time of Darwin. The study of in
heritance suddenly leaped into prominence and assumed a meaning
ful pattern from the discovery of the long-unnoticed work of 
Gregor Mendel and its convergence with August Weismann’s the
ory of germinal continuity. Together, these hypotheses demon
strated the transmission from generation to generation of charac
teristics that obeyed their own fixed laws without regard to the 
external life of the organism.

Amid the excitement caused in English scientific circles by these 
continental discoveries, Sir Francis Galton launched the eugenics 
movement. Galton, who was England’s leading Darwinian scien
tist, had long been producing statistical studies on the inheritance 
of all sorts of human abilities and deficiencies. But it was only in 
the favorable climate of the early twentieth century that he started 
active propaganda for uplifting humanity by breeding from the 
best and restricting the offspring of the worst. To Galton, eugenics 
was both a science and a kind of secular religion. It certified that 
the betterment of society depends largely on improvement of the 
“inborn qualities” of “the human breed,” and Galton preached this 
message with evangelical fervor.33 Thus he provided biologists and 
physicians, excited over the new genetic theories, with a way of 
converting their scientific interests into a program of social salva
tion—a program based wholly on manipulation of the supposedly 
omnipotent forces of heredity.

In the latter part of the 1900’s the eugenics movement got under 
way in the United States, where it struck several responsive chords. 
Its emphasis on unalterable human inequalities confirmed the pa
tricians’ sense of superiority; its warnings over the multiplication of 
the unfit and the sterility of the best people synchronized with the 
discussion of race suicide. Yet the eugenicists’ dedication to a posi
tive program of “race improvement” through education and state 
action gave the movement an air of reform, enabling it to flourish 
in the ambience of progressivism while still ministering to con
servative sensibilities. By 1910, therefore, eugenicists were catching 
the public ear. From then through 1914, according to one tabula
tion, the general magazines carried more articles on eugenics than
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on the three questions of slums, tenements, and living standards, 
combined.34

The leading eugenicist in America was Charles B. Davenport, a 
zoologist of tremendous ambition and drive who established the 
country’s first research center in genetics at Cold Spring Harbor, 
Long Island. Davenport’s father, a descendant of one of the Puri
tan founders of New England, was a genealogist who traced his 
ancestry back to 1086, and Davenport himself often mourned “that 
the best of that grand old New England stock is dying out through 
failure to reproduce.” His early experiments at Cold Spring Harbor 
were devoted to testing the Mendelian principles in animal breed
ing; by 1907 he was beginning to apply them to the study of hu
man heredity. In 1910 he persuaded Mrs. E. H. Harriman to finance 
a Eugenics Record Office adjacent to his laboratory with the aim 
of compiling an index of the American population and advising in
dividuals and local societies on eugenical problems. Over a course 
of years she poured more than half a million dollars into the agency, 
while Davenport—already one of America’s leading biologists— 
gave the rest of his life to studying the inheritance of human traits 
and spreading the gospel of eugenics.35 An indefatigable organizer, 
Davenport was also one of the leaders of the American Breeders’ 
Association, where the eugenics agitation first centered. Estab
lished in 1903 by practical plant and animal breeders who wanted 
to keep in touch with the new theoretical advances, the associa
tion enlarged its field in 1907 to embrace eugenics.36

The racial and nativistic implications of eugenics soon became 
apparent. From the eugenicists’ point of view, the immigration 
question was at heart a biological one, and to them admitting “de
generate breeding stock” seemed one of the worst sins the nation 
could commit against itself. It was axiomatic to these naïve Men- 
delians that environment could never modify an immigrant’s germ 
plasm and that only a rigid selection of the best immigrant stock 
could improve rather than pollute endless generations to come. 
Since their hereditarian convictions made virtually every symp
tom of social disorganization look like an inherited trait, the recent 
immigration could not fail to alarm them.37 Under the influence of 
eugenic thinking, the burgeoning mental hygiene movement picked 
up the cry. Disturbed at the number of hereditary mental de
fectives supposedly pouring into the country, the psychiatrists
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who organized the National Committee for Mental Hygiene suc
ceeded in adding to the immigration bill of 1914 an odd provision 
excluding cases of “constitutional psychopathic inferiority.” 38 By 
that time many critics of immigration were echoing the pleas in 
scientific periodicals for a “rational” policy “based upon a noble 
culture of racial purity.” 39

None were quicker or more influential in relating eugenics to 
racial nativism than the haughty Bostonians who ran the Immigra
tion Restriction League. Prescott F. Hall had always had a hypo
chondriac’s fascination with medicine and biology, and his associ
ate, Robert DeCourcy Ward, was a professional scientist. They 
had shied away from racial arguments in the nineties, but in the 
less favorable atmosphere of the new century their propaganda 
very much needed a fresh impulse. As early as 1906 the league 
leaders pointed to the new genetic principles in emphasizing the op
portunity that immigration regulation offered to control Amer
ica’s future racial development.40 Two years later they learned of 
the eugenics sentiment developing in the American Breeders’ As
sociation. They descended upon it, and soon they were dominating 
its immigration activities. The association organized a permanent 
committee on immigration, of which Hall became chairman and 
Ward secretary. Ward proceeded to read papers on immigration 
legislation before meetings of eugenicists, and for a time the two 
considered changing the name of their own organization to the 
“Eugenic Immigration League.” 41 Meanwhile they seized every 
occasion to publicize the dogma that science decrees restrictions on 
the new immigration for the conservation of the “American 
race.” 42

Obviously the eugenics movement had crucial importance for 
race-thinking at a time when racial presuppositions were seriously 
threatened in the intellectual world. But basically the importance 
of eugenics was transitional and preparatory. It vindicated the 
hereditarian assumptions of the Anglo-Saxon tradition; it protected 
and indeed encouraged loose talk about race in reputable circles; 
and in putting race-thinking on scientific rather than romantic 
premises it went well beyond the vague Darwinian analogies of 
the nineteenth century. On the other hand, eugenics failed utterly 
to supply a racial typology. In their scientific capacity, the eugeni
cists—like their master Galton—studied individual traits and reached
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conclusions on individual differences. When they generalized the 
defects of individual immigrants into those of whole ethnic groups, 
their science deserted them and their phrases became darkly equiv
ocal. Indeed, the more logical and consistent eugenicists maintained 
that America could improve its “race” by selecting immigrants on 
the ground of their individual family histories regardless of their 
national origins.43

In the end the race-thinkers had to look to anthropology to 
round out a naturalistic nativism. Anthropology alone could clas
sify the peoples of Europe into hereditary types that would dis
tinguish the new immigration from older Americans; it alone might 
arrange these races in a hierarchy of merit and thereby prove the 
irremediable inferiority of the newcomers; and anthropology 
would have to collaborate with genetics to show wherein a mix
ture of races physically weakens the stronger.

American anthropology remained cautiously circumspect on 
these points. The influence of the foreign-born progressive, Franz 
Boas, was already great; in 1911 he published the classic indict
ment of race-thinking, The Mind of Frimitive Man. In the ab
sence of interest on the part of American anthropologists, a per
fected racism depended on amateur handling of imported ideas. In 
a climate of opinion conditioned by the vogues of race suicide and 
eugenics, however, it is not surprising that scientifically minded 
nativists found the categories and concepts they needed without 
assistance from American anthropologists.

Again the inspiration came from Europe. There, chiefly in 
France and Germany, during the latter half of the nineteenth cen
tury anthropologists furnished the scientific credentials and specu
lative thinkers the general ideas out of which a philosophy of race 
took shape. The first of the thoroughgoing racists, Count J. A. de 
Gobineau, reached a limited audience of proslavery thinkers in 
America on the eve of the Civil War and then was forgotten. His 
successors were even less effective. Once in a while an immigrant 
writer tried to translate some of this literature into terms that 
might appeal to an American public, but the stuff simply was not 
read.44 Not until the beginning of the twentieth century did the 
invidious anthropological theories which had been accumulating 
in Europe for over thirty years reach a significant American audi-
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ence. And when they did, they were delivered in a characteristi
cally American package.

William Z. Ripley was a brilliant young economist who had the 
kind of mind that refuses to stay put. In the mid-nineties, before 
he was thirty years old, Ripley was teaching economics at the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, while simultaneously de
veloping a unique course of lectures at Columbia University on 
the role of geography in human affairs. In its conception this course 
reflected Ripley’s conviction of the basic importance of environ
mental conditions in molding the life of man; but he quickly came 
up against the problem of race. The question led him to the con
troversies among continental scholars on the anthropological traits 
of European peoples, and he chose the locale of Europe as a crucial 
test of the interplay of race and environment. In The Races of 
Europe, a big, scholarly volume appearing in 1899, he anatomized 
the populations of the continent, pointing temperately but per
sistently to ways in which physiological traits seemed to reflect 
geographical and social conditions.

This was cold comfort to nativists, but the book had another 
significance apart from the author’s well-hedged thesis. Ripley or
ganized into an impressive synthesis a tripartite classification of 
white men which European ethnologists had recently developed. 
For the first time, American readers learned that Europe was not 
a land of “Aryans” or Goths subdivided into vaguely national 
races such as the Anglo-Saxon, but rather the seat of three races 
discernible by physical measurements: a northern race of tall, 
blond longheads which Ripley called Teutonic; a central race of 
stocky roundheads which he called Alpine; and a southern race 
of slender, dark longheads which he called Mediterranean.45 Here 
was a powerful weapon for nativists bent on distinguishing abso
lutely between old and new immigrations, but to make it service
able Ripley’s data would have to be untangled from his environ
mentalist assumptions.

It is ironical that Ripley himself did some of the untangling. 
For all of his scholarly caution he could not entirely suppress an 
attachment to the Teutonic race that reflected very mildly the 
rampant Teutonism of many of the authorities on which he relied. 
In the early twentieth century the new genetic hypotheses and a 
growing alarm over the new immigration turned his attention from
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environmental to inherited influences. He began to talk about race 
suicide and to wonder about the hereditary consequences of the 
mixture of European races occurring in America.

Before abandoning anthropology completely to concentrate in 
economics, Ripley delivered in 1908 a widely publicized address 
in which he suggested an answer to the old problem of how the 
crossing of superior and inferior races can drag down the former. 
His roving eye had come upon the experiments that some of the 
Mendelian geneticists were making on plant and animal hybrids. 
Hugo De Vries and others were demonstrating how hybridization 
sometimes caused a reassertion of latent characters inherited from 
a remote ancestor. The concept of reversion was an old one, dis
cussed by Darwin himself, but the rise of genetics brought it into 
new prominence. Ripley fastened on the idea and raised the ques
tion whether the racial intermixture under way in America might 
produce a reversion to a primitive type.46 In contrast to the theory 
of race suicide, this doctrine—torn from the context of genetics and 
applied to the typology of European races—provided a thoroughly 
biological explanation of the foreign peril. Presumably race suicide 
might be arrested by legislation and by education raising the immi
grant’s standard of living; but reversion seemed remorseless. All of 
the pieces from which a sweeping statement of racial nativism 
might be constructed were now on hand.

The man who put the pieces together was Madison Grant, in
tellectually the most important nativist in recent American history. 
All of the trends in race-thinking converged upon him. A Park 
Avenue bachelor, he was the most lordly of patricians. His family 
had adorned the social life of Manhattan since colonial times, and 
he was both an expert genealogist and a charter member of the 
Society of Colonial Wars. Always he resisted doggedly any in
trusion of the hoi polloi. On his deathbed he was still battling to 
keep the public from bringing cameras into the zoo over which he 
had long presided.47

In addition to a razor-sharp set of patrician values, Grant also 
had an extensive acquaintance with the natural sciences and a thor
oughly naturalistic temper of mind. Beginning as a wealthy sports
man and hunter, he was the founder and later the chairman of the 
New York Zoological Society, where he associated intimately with 
leading biologists and eugenicists. In the early years of the twen-
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tieth century he published a series of monographs on North Amer
ican animals—the moose, the caribou, the Rocky Mountain goat. 
He picked up a smattering of Mendelian concepts and, unlike his 
eugenicist friends, read a good deal of physical anthropology too. 
Ripley’s work furnished his main facts about European man, but 
he also went behind Ripley to many of the more extreme European 
ethnologists. Thus Grant was well supplied with scientific infor
mation yet free from a scientist’s scruple in interpreting it.

By 1910 Grant’s racial concepts were clearly formed and thor
oughly articulated with a passionate hatred of the new immigra
tion.48 He showed little concern over relations between whites and 
Negroes or Orientals. His deadliest animus focused on the Jews, 
whom he saw all about him in New York. More broadly, what up
set him was the general mixture of European races under way in 
America; for this process was irretrievably destroying racial purity, 
the foundation of every national and cultural value.

Grant’s philippic appeared finally in 1916. It bore the somber 
title, The Passing of the Great Race, summing up the aristocratic 
pessimism that had troubled nativist intellectuals since the 1890’s. 
Everywhere Grant saw the ruling race of the western world on 
the wane yet heedless of its fate because of a “fatuous belief” in 
the power of environment to alter heredity. In the United States 
he observed the deterioration going on along two parallel lines: race 
suicide and reversion. As a result of Mendelian laws, Grant pontifi
cated, we know that different races do not really blend. The mix
ing of two races “gives us a race reverting to the more ancient, gen
eralized and lower type.” Thus “the cross between any of the three 
European races and a Jew is a Jew.” 49 In short, a crude interpre
tation of Mendelian genetics provided the rationale for champion
ing racial purity.

After arguing the issue of race versus physical environment, 
Grant assumed a racial determination of culture. Much of the book 
rested on this assumption, for the volume consisted essentially of a 
loose-knit sketch of the racial history of Europe. The Alpines have 
always been a race of peasants. The Mediterraneans have at least 
shown artistic and intellectual proclivities. But the blond con
querors of the North constitute “the white man par excellence.” 
Following the French scientist Joseph Deniker, Grant designated 
this great race Nordic. To it belongs the political and military
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genius of the world, the daring and pride that make explorers, 
fighters, rulers, organizers, and aristocrats. In the early days, the 
American population was purely Nordic, but now the swarms of 
Alpine, Mediterranean, and Jewish hybrids threaten to extinguish 
the old stock unless it reasserts its class and racial pride by shutting 
them out.

So the book turned ultimately into a defense of both class and 
racial consciousness, the former being dependent on the latter. 
The argument broadened from nativism to an appeal for aristoc
racy as a necessary correlative in maintaining racial purity. De
mocracy, Grant maintained, violates the scientific facts of hered
ity; and he was obviously proud to attribute feudalism to the 
Nordics. Furthermore, Grant assaulted Christianity for its humani
tarian bias in favor of the weak and its consequent tendency to 
break down racial pride. Even national consciousness ranked sec
ond to race consciousness in Grant’s scale of values.

This boldness and sweep gave The Passing of the Great Race 
particular significance. Its reception and its impact on public opin
ion belong to a later stage in the history of American nativism, but 
its appearance before America’s entry into the First World War 
indicates that the old Anglo-Saxon tradition had finally emerged 
in at least one mind as a systematic, comprehensive world view. 
Race-thinking was basically at odds with the values of democracy 
and Christianity, but earlier nativists had always tried either to 
ignore the conflict or to mediate between racial pride and the hu
manistic assumptions of America’s major traditions. Grant, relying 
on what he thought was scientific truth, made race the supreme 
value and repudiated all others inconsistent with it.

This, at last, was racism.60
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CUaptesi Mema

The Loss of Confidence

Heredity will tell the story of our greatest woes. It is like 
inoculating a whole nation of people with leprosy, that can 
be eradicated from the blood only by a racial lapse, through 
decades of time, to rejuvenating savagery.

—Charles Major, 1910

In the decade from 1905 to 1915, while patrician nativists were 
building a systematic ideology, popular nativism was struggling to 
recover the vitality it had had in the mid-nineties. From 1906, 
when the literacy test reappeared in Congress, to the beginning of 
American involvement in the First World War, the jaunty self- 
assurance with which America as a whole had greeted the twen
tieth century was slowly deteriorating. Xenophobia was steadily 
on the rise. Although we may take 1905 or 1906 as its starting 
point, resurgent nativism did not announce itself with the explosive 
force of a second Haymarket riot. Nor did it, in all probability, 
regain even at the end of the period the hysterical intensity of the 
1890’s. Yet the prewar revival of nativism has major significance. 
It prepared the way for the greater passions of the war years, and 
it also set in motion trends that reached fulfillment once the war 
was over.

This most obscure of all periods in the history of American na
tivism eludes any simple or easy analysis. It started during rela
tively happy, abundant years, when most people felt sure that re
form was liquidating the problems of the nineteenth century. Fur
thermore, anti-foreign feelings steadily gathered strength at a time 
when the dominant force of progressivism was also surging up
ward in potency and enthusiasm. To understand the growing vigor
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of nativist movements in the late years of the Progressive era one 
must take account of many things: of changes in the pattern of 
immigration; of ideas, inherited from earlier periods, that had little 
to do with a progressive spirit; and of certain alterations that oc
curred in that spirit itself.

The Ethnocentric Background

All through the Progressive era, through its years of confidence 
and through its returning doubts, the human tide rolled in from 
crowded Europe. From a low point in 1897 the current ascended 
to its zenith in 1907 and then fluctuated at a level above 650,000 
per year until the outbreak of the World War. At no time in the 
nineteenth century had such numbers crossed the Atlantic. On 
the other hand, the proportion of native- to foreign-born in the 
total population did not substantially vary, and the cityward move
ment of the native population more than kept pace with the in
creasing urbanization of the immigrants. Percentagewise, the im
migrants were barely holding their own.

What was changing significantly was their destination and their 
composition. Like the major domestic migrations, the transatlantic 
current was moving more than ever toward the cities; despite the 
efforts of private agencies and of the federal Division of Informa
tion, established in 1907, Europeans no longer in any number found 
homes in the small towns or the countryside of America. Also, the 
new immigration from southern and eastern Europe now thor
oughly overshadowed the dwindling stream from Germany, Scan
dinavia, the Low Countries, and the British Isles. In the period from 
the Spanish-American to the World War the new immigration was 
nearly three and a half times the size of the old.1 Few nativists, ex
cept the anti-Catholic crusaders who could never forget the Irish, 
now failed to attribute great importance to the shift in nationali
ties. Around this distinction between old and new—not around the 
general anti-foreignism that had prevailed in the 1890’s—the return 
of nativism clearly centered.

The collapse of widespread hatred at the turn of the century by 
no means dispensed the new immigrants from the distaste which 
older Americans had always felt for their culture and appearance. 
Since only a small segment of progressive opinion sought positive
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values in the foreigners’ way of life, a traditional ethnocentric aver
sion spread with the growing numbers of the newcomers and their 
increasing prominence on the American scene.

Among the score or more of nationalities now funneling through 
Ellis Island, only Italians and Jews were commonly distinguishable 
in American eyes from the nameless masses who accompanied them, 
and Italians and Jews continued to suffer the most resentment. 
The Italian still bore as vividly as ever the stigma of impassioned 
crime. During the ebb of nativism in the early years of the cen
tury, headlines in metropolitan newspapers trumpeted the tale of 
Italian blood lust incessantly: “Caro Stabs Piro . . . Cantania 
Murdered . . . Ear-Biting Crime . . . Rinaldo Kills Malvino 
. . . Gascani Assaulted . . . Vendetta Near Oak Street. . . . ” 2 
Doubtless the reports inspired less terror than they had a decade 
earlier, partly because the public was learning that the violence 
was almost entirely intramural. Italian lawlessness ignited no fur
ther jingoist explosions and precipitated fewer lynchings. Never
theless, it was universally believed that serious offenses were rap
idly increasing—as they probably were. Lax American law en
forcement was attracting to the United States a considerable num
ber of Sicily’s bandits; here, through blackmail and murder, they 
levied tribute on their intimidated countrymen more successfully 
than they had at home. By 1909, when a combined drive of Amer
ican authorities and Italian community leaders began to reduce 
these activities, the image of a mysterious Black Hand Society, ex
tending from Italy into every large American city, was fixed in the 
public imagination.8

Although the Jews were certainly not exempt from the new im
migrants’ general reputation for criminality,4 on the whole the 
anti-Semitic stereotype pointed to private misbehavior rather than 
public misdemeanor. With the return of confidence, the national
istic fears of the 1890’s, that the Jews were wrecking the Amer
ican economy and conspiring to rule the world, had vanished; no 
one now accused the Jews of subversive activity. Nor were they so 
liable to physical attacks, except in the foreign quarters.5 But what 
did persist, and indeed advance, was the older Shylock tradition, 
the notion of the Jews as an immoral, unmannerly people, given 
to greed and vulgarity. The general American materialism and so
cial climbing that followed the Civil War had thrown this image
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into relief and had set in motion a corresponding pattern of social 
discrimination. Throughout the late nineteenth century, beneath 
the stormy surface of harsher sentiments, this tendency to judge 
Jews as acquisitive barbarians and to recoil from association with 
them affected ever larger segments of American society. In the 
Progressive era social anti-Semitism was still spreading.

Part of the explanation for the sharpening of discrimination at 
a time of relative tranquillity lay in the swift upward thrust of the 
new Jewish immigrants. Like the German Jews who preceded 
them and whose social ascent had occasioned the earliest prohibi
tions, the refugees from Czarist persecution had a dynamism rare 
among foreign groups. They quit the slums in conspicuous num
bers, produced an affluent class of real estate speculators and cloth
ing manufacturers, and alone among recent immigrants sent a good 
many of their children to college.6 As they rose, native Americans 
threw new obstacles across their path. Already shut out of clubs, 
most summer resorts, and many private schools, Jews found it in
creasingly difficult in the early twentieth century to enter college 
fraternities and faculties. Restrictive covenants became common in 
urban residential areas.7 More important, job opportunities were 
beginning to contract. Sons and daughters of eastern European 
Jews were edging into the white-collar world and finding office 
managers unwilling to employ them.8

Because of their exceptional mobility, the Jews met the most eco
nomic discrimination, but at the same time other new groups ran 
athwart middle-class proscriptions. Italian applicants for clerical 
jobs often felt obliged to call themselves French or Spanish or 
Turkish,9 just as some Jews denied their national origin. As if to 
demonstrate that the pattern of discrimination did not apply ex
clusively to any single nationality, state legislatures enacted pro
hibitions on the entry of all aliens into certain specialized occupa
tions. In the nineteenth century, discriminatory legislation had 
aimed largely to exclude the immigrant from the relatively un
skilled occupations he first sought out. But at the turn of the cen
tury states began to outlaw the unnaturalized foreigner from vari
ous white-collar jobs. Some revised their codes to require Amer
ican citizenship of all attorneys. New York in 1909 adopted the 
same stipulation for private detectives. Michigan prohibited the 
issuance of a barber’s license to any alien. About 1909 a successful
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legislative campaign to deny nondeclarant aliens acceptance as 
certified public accountants got under way. Three eastern states 
went entirely beyond the vocational field to regulate avocations. 
New York in 1908 required aliens to pay $20 for a hunting license, 
as against f 1 for citizens. A little later Pennsylvania flatly prohib
ited aliens from hunting and so from possessing shotguns, rifles, or 
dogs of any kind. In two counties of Massachusetts it became a 
crime for an alien to pick wild berries or flowers except on his own 
property.10

Yet none of this unfriendliness necessarily signified a rebirth of 
the nativist spirit. Conceivably the coldness, the repugnance, and 
the exclusions could have resulted simply from the growth of the 
new immigrant population. Nativism cut deeper than economic 
jealousy or social disapproval. It touched the springs of fear and 
hatred; it breathed a sense of crisis. Above all, it expressed a mili- 
tantly defensive nationalism: an aroused conviction that an in
trusive element menaced the unity, and therefore the integrity and 
survival, of the nation itself. The coming of the new immigration 
had contributed to late nineteenth century xenophobia, and its 
presence played a more crucial role in the twentieth century, but 
at both times the intensity of the hostility reflected larger factors 
in the American situation.

For clues to the distinctive sources of the new nativism one must 
turn to its earliest significant symptom: the fresh and surprisingly 
vigorous effort to enact a literacy test in 1906. This fourth failure 
to secure what had been defeated in 1897, in 1898, and again more 
dismally in 1902, revealed the emerging influence of the newer im
migrants in American politics; but the narrow margin and desperate 
measures by which Uncle Joe Cannon and his immigrant allies pre
vented passage of the literacy test also signaled a recrudescence of 
nativist power. Here several of the tangled threads of modern 
American xenophobia first intersected, some old, others just com
ing into view. The incident furnishes a starting point for unravel
ing them.

Early on the Congressional scene appeared pressure groups which 
had labored for similar legislation in previous years: the veterans 
of immigration controversies. The patrician intellectuals of the 
Northeast, while busy modernizing their ideology, had not changed 
their legislative tactics. The Immigration Restriction League, still
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supported by old New England families, was carrying on in 1905 
and 1906 as it had since the 1890’s. Sensing a shift in public opin
ion, the league hired a new Washington lobbyist and prepared an
other campaign. Henry Cabot Lodge again cooperated with the 
league in the Senate, although with unwonted circumspection. 
Seemingly the multiplication of immigrant votes in Massachusetts 
(and perhaps the pressure of business opinion) lent a certain pru
dence to Lodge’s activities. He never again exercised the initiative 
and leadership on restriction which he had taken during the nine
ties. In his impetuous son-in-law, Congressman Augustus Gardner, 
the league had a more aggressive spokesman in the House of Repre
sentatives. It was Gardner who forced the immigration bill out 
of the standpat Rules Committee and who struggled vainly against 
Speaker Cannon’s stratagems.11

Organized labor too returned to the fray and returned with un
precedented vitality. The unions had played a rather limited role 
in nineteenth century movements for general restrictions on im
migration. Even in the feeble, literacy test campaign of 1902 the 
American Federation of Labor had not acted with conspicuous 
vigor or resolution. By 1906, however, conditions had changed, 
and labor’s heart was in restriction. In the years from 1897 to 1904, 
a period of relative harmony between capital and labor, the A.F.L. 
grew enormously, in no small measure by recruiting native Amer
ican artisans. Because of this expansion and also because most 
A.F.L. unions ignored the masses of unskilled workers, the pro
portion of native-born in the organization was evidently increas
ing; it was losing touch with its own immigrant roots.12 The de
cline of immigrant influence in the federation might alone account 
for the organization’s heartier acceptance of restriction, but after 
1904 another factor gave a positive impetus to the idea. A massive 
attack by organized business threw organized labor on the de
fensive. The unions stopped growing, blocked by boycotts, open- 
shop campaigns, and in some measure by employers’ handling of 
cheap immigrant labor (notably through the practice of “balanc
ing nationalities”). This display of corporate power whetted re
sentment against men who seemed more than ever pliant tools of 
the corporations. Fearful, angry, and discouraged, the A.F.L. for 
the first time turned to immigration restriction with determination. 
The literacy test became one of its cardinal legislative objectives,
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as it warned recalcitrant Congressmen of retaliation at the next 
election.13

The strange alliance of patricians with union labor, an alliance 
which linked A.F.L. President Samuel Gompers and Henry Cabot 
Lodge in the only common endeavor of their two careers, would 
not of itself have made much headway against the powerful forces 
arrayed in opposition. The gathering resistance to restriction by 
big business and by the new immigration was creating a coalition 
at least as strong as the Lodge-Gompers axis, and because both 
alignments cut across party divisions, neither the Republican nor 
the Democratic party could serve as a nativist vehicle. The tradi
tionally restrictionist groups needed substantial outside support for 
any show of strength, and this meant a shift in at least some sectors 
of public opinion. The shift was occurring in 1905 and 1906, 
chiefly in two regions of the country.

The veteran restrictionists felt the new wind that was rising in 
one section. In fact, they set their sails to catch it. Gompers later 
recalled: “When the Japanese school issue originating in San Fran
cisco focused attention on the Japanese phases of the immigration 
question . . . there developed an opportunity of getting action on 
immigration.” Lodge had the same perception. “This intense feel
ing on the Pacific Slope,” he wrote to Theodore Roosevelt in the 
summer of 1905, “may help us to get some good general legislation 
. . . on the anti-Japanese-Chinese agitation supported by the labor 
people we might win.” 14

Neither Gompers nor Lodge realized that another section was 
taking their cause just as much or more to heart. The South as well 
as the Far West was stirring with nativist ferment. In fact, two 
southerners seized the initiative in Congress. An Alabaman, Oscar 
W. Underwood, was the first to raise the immigration question 
when the legislators convened in December 1905. Breaking irrele
vantly into another debate, Underwood instructed the House on 
the pure whiteness of the old immigration in contrast to the mix
ture of Asiatic and African blood coursing in the veins of southern 
Europeans. When the Senate took up the issue a few months later, 
the literacy test was not introduced by the more cautious Lodge 
but rather by Senator F. M. Simmons of North Carolina. Simmons 
appealed fervently for the preservation of Anglo-Saxon civiliza
tion against immigrants who “are nothing more than the degener-
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ate progeny of the Asiatic hoards [sic] which, long centuries ago, 
overran the shores of the Mediterranean . . . the spawn of the 
Phoenician curse. . . 16

Grass Roots of Anglo-Saxon Nativism

With these words, a new phase in the history of American na
tivism inauspiciously began. Although beaten in the legislative 
fight of 1906-07, the southern and western opponents of immigra
tion, together with the eastern restrictionists, pressed steadily for
ward in succeeding years. And just as steadily the importance of 
the West and South in the nativist coalition grew, until the pre
ponderant strength of the movement came from those outlying re
gions, where the main object of attack, the new immigration, was 
least numerous.

Throughout that whole vast area one prevailing quality and char
acter stamped the anti-foreign drive from the outset. It was racial; 
it rang with the shibboleths of the Anglo-Saxon tradition. Yet the 
southern and western nativists knew little or nothing about the 
racial science that was beginning to affect literate northern circles. 
For some time the crude bombast of cotton Senators and Califor
nia statesmen owed hardly anything to the pretentious doctrines of 
race suicide, eugenics, and racist anthropology. South and West 
were sectional spearheads of a popular kind of racial nativism that 
arose parallel with but was not dependent upon the new racial 
ideology.

The taproot of the reaction was gnarled and massive, imbedded 
deeply in the common folkways of the two areas. The South and 
the Pacific Coast alike thought of themselves as a “white man’s 
country.” They had long struggled—in different degrees and in dif
ferent ways—to maintain white supremacy, often without the aid 
of a systematic ideology. From Seattle to Savannah primitive race- 
feelings, wrought deeply in the American character, flourished as 
nowhere else in the United States. Projected on the new immigra
tion, these ancient feelings gave southern and western nativism its 
peculiar energy.

On the West Coast, as Lodge and Gompers appreciated, the 
Japanese question precipitated the racial anxieties which infected 
attitudes toward Mediterranean and eastern European peoples.
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Anti-Japanese sentiment, gathering strength slowly after 1900 as 
immigration from Nippon increased, burst forth in a raging flood 
in 1905. Alive with hysteria, the California legislature unanimously 
called for Japanese exclusion, boycotts of Japanese businesses be
gan, and the San Francisco School Board ordered the segregation of 
Asiatic pupils. The fires of anti-Oriental hatred cast at least a pale 
reflection on European outsiders. California newspaper editorials 
excoriating the Japanese had a way of broadening into appeals to 
preserve America for Americans. The Asiatic Exclusion League, 
an organization formed in 1905 which soon claimed over one hun
dred thousand members, resolved that all aliens should be disarmed 
in order to prevent insurrection. Other anti-Japanese agitators on 
the West Coast trembled at the dangerously inferior blood pouring 
across the Atlantic from southern Europe as well as across the Pa
cific. Far Western Congressmen repeatedly tried to attach anti- 
Japanese provisions to general immigration measures, and in doing 
so they became one of the foremost blocs in the whole restriction- 
ist movement. Occasionally a representative of the West Coast 
might regret that the literacy test was not more directly a test of 
blood and race, but by 1912 not a single member of Congress from 
the eight westernmost states voted against the literacy proviso.16

The threat of the “Yellow Peril” to white America touched a
/

responsive chord in the South, the only other section of the coun
try which sympathized quickly and widely with California’s war 
against the Japanese.17 Southerners also sensed the general, nativist 
significance of the Japanese issue, as the comments of Underwood 
and Simmons on the semi-Asiatic ancestry of southeastern Europe 
suggested. Fundamentally, however, the South’s hostility to the 
new immigration reflected its own long-standing “ethnophobia”; 
the Japanese were settling in a section of the country so remote 
from the South that their presence could not concern it vitally. 
At bottom it was the Negro issue that stirred southern anxieties 
about European and Asiatic immigrants alike. For decades the 
South, above all other regions, had cherished race-feelings in order 
to keep the white man irrevocably superior to the black. Now, 
Dixie spokesmen warned time and again that one race problem was 
bad enough without further endangering white supremacy through 
immigration. In 1912 southern Senators voted 16 to 1 for the liter-

16 6  T H E  LOS S  OF C O N F I D E N C E



acy test; southern Representatives 68 to 5.18 And in both houses 
they supplied the driving force behind the measure.

The extension of southern and western race-feelings to include 
European immigrants seems, therefore, a simple and “natural” 
development as long as one does not ask why it occurred when it 
did. Both sections had nourished a pride of race for a very long 
time; yet only in the twentieth century did these regional pat
terns of white supremacy breed a related attack on the European 
newcomers. If residents of the Pacific Coast discovered a Japanese 
menace only after 1900, they had fought another Oriental people, 
the Chinese, ever since the 1850’s. It is significant that the anti- 
Chinese movement in the Far West in the late nineteenth century 
had not contributed directly to other anti-foreign phobias. Al
though the basic Chinese exclusion law was enacted in 1882, the 
year of the first general immigration law, the Congress that passed 
the two measures sensed no connection between them. At no time 
in the nineteenth century did immigration restrictionists argue that 
Chinese exclusion set a logical precedent for their own proposals. 
The two issues seemed so different that foreign-born whites felt no 
embarrassment in leading the anti-Chinese crusade, while San 
Francisco’s most bitterly anti-European nativists held entirely 
aloof from the war on the Oriental.19

The nativist eruption in the South presents a still more difficult 
puzzle, for the Negro—unlike the Japanese on the West Coast- 
had always been there, and his presence never ceased to trouble 
the southern mind. Yet southern views on immigration underwent 
an astonishing revolution in the early twentieth century. Like the 
West, the South had shared in the nation-wide nativism of the mid
nineties, but what panic it felt then took a largely anti-radical and 
jingoist form. Southern spokesmen in the late nineteenth century 
seldom attacked immigrants in terms of race, and some invoked the 
unity of “the great Caucasian race” in resisting immigration restric
tion. Moreover, economic interests kept every kind of nativism so 
well in check that in January 1898, southern Senators voted 15 
to 3 against the literacy test, supplying more than half the oppo
sition to it.20 A decade later the South was becoming the nativist 
section par excellence, its spokesmen soon to be prominent in every 
anti-foreign movement.

Undoubtedly one reason for the blossoming of these long en-
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cysted race-feelings lay in the character of the Europeans who 
were now arriving. The predominance of new over old immigra
tion—a trend which was clearly appreciated in the early 1890’s 
only in the Northeast—was now becoming apparent to Americans 
in every part of the country. Everywhere the thought of Euro
pean immigration now suggested strange images of Mediterranean, 
Slavic, and Jewish types, rather than the familiar German, Irish
man, or Scandinavian. The new groups did, on the whole, have an 
exotic look about them for ethnological as well as cultural rea
sons, and in sections with a highly developed race consciousness 
their whiteness was easily open to question. “The color of thou
sands of them,” warned Congressman Thomas Abercrombie of 
Alabama, “differs materially from that of the Anglo-Saxon.” 21 

Along with a general realization that the whole stream of im
migration was changing, southerners and westerners were begin
ning to see a substantial number of the newcomers with their own 
eyes. In the early twentieth century a good many southern and 
eastern Europeans worked their way westward to the Pacific Coast. 
By 1907 they formed, together with the Mexicans and Asiatics, 
the great majority of the general construction workers and rail
way section hands. They provided a very large part of the common 
labor in mills and fisheries, while the Italians and Portuguese 
aroused sharp jealousy by duplicating the success of the Japanese 
in intensive truck farming. During the decade the total number 
of new immigrants in the Far West more than tripled.22 At the 
same time a relatively less important but not insignificant stream 
was seeping into the South. Outside of New Orleans and a few 
adjacent parishes, the South had known hardly any new immi
grants until the very end of the nineteenth century. Then they 
became somewhat more common: Italian farmhands and railroad 
workers, eastern European shopkeepers and miners, scattered 
widely enough to be noticeable. While the South’s small popula
tion of northern European birth declined between 1900 and 1910, 
the number of southern and eastern Europeans more than doubled.23 
Both the southward and westward movements were only trickles 
compared to the great tide pouring into the North; the whole area 
beyond the Rockies and below the Mason and Dixon Line had 
only half as many new immigrants as did New York City. But



sections deeply sensitive to complexion and cast of features readily 
detected a swarthy face.

In the South, the newcomer’s “in-betweenness” seemed a double 
threat. He might endanger not only the purity of the white race 
but also its solidarity. In other words, the foreigners, partly be
cause of their low cultural and social status, more largely because 
they had no background of southern traditions and values, might 
relax the pattern of white supremacy. Particularly the Italians, 
who sometimes worked beside the blacks on large plantations, 
seemed to lack a properly inflexible spirit. In the little town of 
Tallulah, Louisiana, for example, the coming of five Sicilian store
keepers disturbed the native whites because the Italians dealt mainly 
with the Negroes and associated with them nearly on terms of 
equality. They violated the white man’s code. In a few years a 
quarrel over a goat resulted in the lynching of all five. In another 
locality the whites tried to keep the color line sharp and clear by 
barring Italian children from the white schools.24 Meanwhile the 
Negroes too distrusted the “Third Force” entering the southern 
racial world, for the newcomers did their work and sometimes 
came as their competitors. Booker T. Washington echoed the 
sentiments of white nativists by warning that southern European 
immigration might create “a racial problem in the South more 
difficult and more dangerous than that which is caused by the 
presence of the Negro.” 25

To explain the nativistic thrust of southern and western race- 
feelings solely in terms of a change in immigrant types is, however, 
to tell only half of the story. If we conclude that the penetration 
of the new immigration into the South and West automatically 
activated the color phobias of those areas, we do little justice to 
the distinctive essence of all nativisms. In every guise, the nativist 
stood always as a nationalist in a defensive posture. He chose a 
foreign adversary, and defined him, in terms of a conception of the 
nation’s most precious and precarious attributes. Along with the 
social impact of the new immigration, the South and the Far West 
in the early twentieth century were also tingling with the ideologi
cal stimulus of a new nationalism. Perhaps the kind of nationalism 
that flourished in the wake of the Spanish-American War did as 
much as anything else to enable the guardians of white supremacy 
to discharge their feelings on the new foreign groups.
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Ordinarily, the almost instinctive pride and arrogance with which 
white men met black and yellow and red men in North America 
bore little relation to a nationalist spirit. The pattern of white 
supremacy crystallized long before the birth of American nation
alism, and in the nineteenth century the latter, despite its gradual 
assimilation of race-ideas, remained largely detached from primi
tive race-feelings. The exaltation of white supremacy in the ante
bellum South had actually served to weaken national loyalty; and 
California’s anti-Chinese hysteria had presented itself largely as a 
defense of “white civilization,” not as an explicitly nationalist 
movement.26 At the turn of the century, however, the Anglo- 
Saxon idea of American nationality was so widely popularized 
that the racial egoisms of South and West could easily permeate a 
nationalism ideologically adapted to receive them. The expansion 
of the Anglo-Saxon tradition at the turn of the century, while 
preparing the way toward racism among northern intellectuals, 
also opened a wider field for the popular hatreds at the grass roots 
of the South and West.

Every section of the country shared in the jubilant Anglo- 
Saxonism touched off by the victories of 1898. The South, though 
somewhat less enthusiastic about a colonial policy than other parts 
of the United States, found the ideological by-products of the new 
departure deeply satisfying. The imperialist theory of the supe
riority of the Anglo-Saxons seemed to southerners to vindicate 
their own regional pattern. White supremacy was becoming, in 
Professor C. Vann Woodward’s phrase, the American Way. It 
was perhaps not entirely coincidental that the period of overseas 
expansion coincided with a general tightening of race lines within 
the South through disfranchisement and sterner segregation laws.27 
Moreover, the Spanish-American War itself set the South firmly 
in the midstream of American nationalism. As long as the bitter 
heritage of disunion dominated southern thought—and much sec
tional hatred persisted through the 1870’s and 188o’s—nearly all of 
the animus against outsiders centered on the northern Yankee. 
The War of 1898 completed a stage* in sectional reconciliation by 
turning the martial ardor of the Confederate tradition into a 
patriotic crusade, by linking all parts of the country in a common 
purpose, and by giving the South an opportunity to demonstrate 
a passionate national loyalty.28 Relatively secure now in its own
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acceptance in the Union, the South could join wholeheartedly in 
other crusades for national homogeneity, especially when racial 
sentiment synchronized with nationalism. Southerners (like New 
Englanders) had been proud of their Anglo-Saxon ancestry since 
ante-bellum days; in the twentieth century they found it easy to 
boast that this inheritance, buttressed by the code of white suprem
acy, made the South the real bastion of true Americanism. The 
testimony of Congressman Martin Dies, Sr., of Texas, before a 
House committee is a fair illustration of how the southern assault 
on the new immigration blended race-feelings with the ideas of 
Anglo-Saxon nationalism.

M r . D ie s . A s the little turtle, when the egg hatches on the sea 
shore instinctively makes for the water, so these beaten races of 
earth instinctively turn to the head of the government as the 
great father . . .  I would quarantine this Nation against people 
of any government in Europe incapable of self-government for 
any reason, as I would against the bubonic plague. . . .  I will 
admit the old immigration of the English, Irish, Germans, Scan
dinavians, and Swedes, the light-haired, blue-eyed Anglo- 
Saxons, or Celts—I mean the nations I have enumerated—

T h e  C h a i r m a n . Pure Caucasians?
M r . D ie s . Yes; they were great in their own country and great 

in our country.29

Apparently a somewhat similar process took place on the Pacific 
Coast, local race-feelings blending with nationalism, though usu
ally in a milder and less explicit way. In both sections imperialism 
created a congenial atmosphere for nationalizing the spirit of white 
supremacy. Moreover, there were special incentives in the Far 
West for the offensive spirit of imperialism to lapse into a defen
sive nativism. Due to its geographical location, this region un
doubtedly felt more keenly than other parts of the country the 
frustrations and difficulties to which the expansionist policy of 
1898 soon led. In the flush of confidence at the turn of the cen
tury many westerners looked forward to vistas of enterprise and 
adventure in the Orient. But instead of substantial benefits the 
“large policy” bore bitter fruit of international rivalry and in
security. Japan’s stunning victories over the ponderous Russian 
war machine in 1904-05 placed her in a position to threaten Amer-
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ica’s new stakes in the Far East. As a result the West Coast felt a 
double sense of crisis: added to an internal fear of Japanese blood 
was an external fear of Japanese power. One exacerbated the other. 
From 1905 on, war scares recurrently agitated the Pacific states, 
and California nativists commonly looked upon Japanese immi
gration as a quasi-military invasion of soldiers and spies.30 Conse
quently western race-feelings gained a nationalistic dimension not 
only from the philosophy of imperialism but also from the inter
national discord that expansion engendered.

Homer Lea, the leading theoretician of the Yellow Peril, summed 
up the nationalist aspects of western nativism in their most naked 
and pretentious form. Lea, a frail, wizened Californian who wor
shiped power and spent most of his life playing at war, argued that 
nations flourish only through expansion and conquest. He believed 
implicitly in the mission of the Anglo-Saxon to rule the world, 
but in Japan he feared that America had met a race-enemy which 
was its match in militancy. In 1909 his most influential book, The 
Valor of Ignorance, worked out in startling detail a prediction of 
Japanese military occupation of the West Coast. The widening 
stream of European immigration, Lea warned, is augmenting the 
Japanese danger by sapping America’s racial strength and unity.31

It remained, however, for a novelist to translate this creed into 
a frontal assault on the new immigration and to disseminate it far 
and wide. Jack London, the West Coast’s most popular writer, 
came gradually to a fully nativistic position via an ingrained sense 
of white supremacy and an extensive education in imperialistic 
race-thinking. As a roustabout on the San Francisco waterfront he 
learned the white man’s arrogance in boyhood. By 1900 he was 
reveling in the Anglo-Saxons’ destiny to seize the earth for them
selves. As a correspondent in the Russo-Japanese War he felt less 
assurance, turning from racial braggadocio to warnings about the 
Yellow Peril.32 Finally, around 1913, London wrote in rapid suc
cession two novels which showed “the dark-pigmented things, the 
half-castes, the mongrel-bloods” of southern and eastern Europe 
swamping the blond, master race in America. In both books the 
protagonists saw visions of their ancestors roving westward in 
beaked ships and winged helmets. In one, the heroine’s name was 
Saxon.33

Both Lea and London echoed the biological pessimism—the ap-
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peal to iron laws of heredity, the morbid speculations on racial 
defeat—which eastern nativist intellectuals were adding to the 
Anglo-Saxon tradition in the early twentieth century. Both wrote 
for a nation-wide audience, and both indicate that by 1910 the 
sophisticated theories of the patrician East were beginning to in
termingle with the popular nativisms of the West and South. By 
no means was the exchange all in one direction. If new doctrines 
spread gradually beyond an eastern elite, the mass sentiments of 
the West and South found an increasingly sympathetic response 
in the rest of the country. No part of the United States was im
mune to the spirit of white supremacy; in all sections native-born 
and northern European laborers called themselves “white men” 
to distinguish themselves from the southern Europeans whom 
they worked beside.34 And everywhere Anglo-Saxon nationalism, 
bereft of the exhilarating prospect of continued overseas expansion, 
was reverting to the defensive.

To this nation-wide trend the primitive race-feelings emanating 
from the South and Far West gave a constant spur. The East and 
Midwest, although inclined to depreciate anti-Japanese hysteria, 
could not entirely escape the influence of the Yellow Peril agita
tion and its broad racial implications. After 1908, for example, the 
national Socialist party abandoned a cosmopolitan immigration 
policy under the racist urgings of one of its western leaders.35 
Anti-Negro feeling radiated northward more easily than anti- 
Oriental feeling spread eastward. In northern attitudes toward 
Negroes a derogatory trend, evident since Reconstruction, sharp
ened during the 1900’s under the pressure of an increasing Negro 
influx; and a series of race riots bloodied the streets of the Mid
west.36 All this affected the image of the new immigration. As early 
as 1905 the Outlook asked if immigration might “so add to the 
serious race problems we already have that it will endanger the 
success of America’s task.” In every section, the Negro, the Orien
tal, and the southern European appeared more and more in a com
mon light.37

The best single index to the nation-wide growth of Anglo- 
Saxon nativism was the hardiest, most vigorous of the nativist fra
ternal orders, the Junior Order United American Mechanics. Its 
career mirrored the history of popular xenophobia. Largely anti- 
Catholic during its formative years before the Civil War, the
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Junior Order’s emphasis shifted to anti-radicalism in the 1880’s 
and 1890’s. At the turn of the century the order declined in size 
and energy; then another successful period set in. Membership 
rose from 147,000 in 1904 to 224,000 in 1914. Significantly, much 
of the growth seems to have come from expansion into the South 
and West.38 The order took a very active part in the restrictionist 
campaign of 1906 and continued to agitate throughout the period. 
While anti-Catholicism persisted as a distinctly subsidiary part of 
the order’s program, its former concentration on foreign radicals 
yielded to a primary fear of foreign races. Indeed, the organization 
echoed almost every theme in the racial polyphony. Its national 
chairman worried lest southern European immigrants should inter
marry with Negroes, as in Latin America. The order’s California 
council affiliated with the Asiatic Exclusion League and announced 
that southern Europeans were semi-Mongolian. The national chap
lain told a House committee quite simply that he wanted “the kind 
to come from which we came . . .  I glory in my kinship. My 
father, on one side, was a German, my father upon the other was 
an Englishman. . . . That is the kind we want and can absorb. 
. . . They belonged to that independent race . . . who . . . 
came with the idea already imbedded in their hearts and minds of 
the beauties of self-government.” 39

Yet one should not overemphasize the strength of this nation
wide trend. Although racial nativism tugged at men everywhere in 
the United States, during the prewar years it never established a 
really firm grip on public opinion outside of the South and the 
West Coast. Those were its strongholds; the aroused and perva
sive race-feeling of those areas touched the East and Midwest only 
to a limited degree. A spirit of confidence, sustained by the tri
umphant march of progressive reform, remained widespread 
throughout the era, and in the Northeast the regnant values of 
progressivism tended to inhibit racial anxieties. As long as north
eastern progressives took to heart their optimistic faith in environ
mental reform, they held the Anglo-Saxon tradition in check. But 
this was not true of the South or of the Far West. There, without 
anguish and with no apparent sense of inconsistency, reform
thinking accommodated itself to race-thinking; progressivism was 
for white men only. No prominent easterner exhibited such wildly 
contradictory attitudes as Jack London, a radical champion of so-

174  T H E  LOS S  OF C O N F I D E N C E



cial justice for exploited and submerged classes who was forever 
glorifying the ruthlessness of supermen and master races.40

Meanwhile the southern brand of progressivism actually rein
forced the racial reaction. Concerted opposition to immigration 
crystallized in the South about 1905, in the form of a counter
attack against the large landlords and business interests then en
gaged in a promotional campaign for European manpower. To 
many the power of organized wealth seemed to be undoing the 
South’s long struggle to maintain race purity.41 Much of the lead
ership in fighting the immigration promoters came from the fast
growing Farmers’ Union, the largest farmer organization in the 
South, which leveled a fierce propaganda barrage at the state im
migration bureaus and at the whole influx from southeastern Eu
rope and Asia.42 In South Carolina, Cole Blease, idol of the cotton 
mill opératives, seized upon the issue in 1908. The next year the 
state abolished its immigration bureau and prohibited its officials 
from encouraging immigration in any way. Several other states re
duced the activities of their agencies, and by 1910 the promotional 
drive was moribund, the victim of a progressivism charged with 
racial nativism.48

Anti-Radical and Anti-Catholic Revivals

During the early twentieth century anti-radicalism and anti- 
Catholicism languished everywhere in the United States. Except 
for a flurry at the time of McKinley’s assassination, the anti-radical 
tradition was dormant through the whole decade of the 1900’s.44 
Anti-Catholicism fared worse yet; even within the Junior Order 
United American Mechanics it faded into the background. Un
doubtedly the progressive mood, along with all of the other fac
tors which renewed national confidence, helped to check these 
xenophobias. A people with great expectations of building a bet
ter society could perhaps afford a certain nonchalance toward 
radical critics of the present one; and a crusade clearly fixed on 
close-at-hand symbols of economic privilege pointed away from 
shadowy religious targets.

At least such was the case when the progressive impulse was 
fresh and young. In the last years of the prewar era, when re
forms seemed more abundant and reformers more ebullient than
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ever, the specters of foreign revolution and of popish despotism 
once more grew visible on the American scene. They reappeared 
more slowly than Anglo-Saxon nativism, and neither of these older 
anti-foreign traditions won the general vogue race-thinking now 
enjoyed. But the seemingly unpropitious circumstances under 
which anti-radicalism and anti-Catholicism came to life make their 
renewal a subject of moment. Unlike racial nativism, which had 
started up from factors largely independent of the prevailing pro
gressive faith, the anti-radical and anti-Catholic revivals after 1910 
were direct outgrowths of the ongoing currents of social protest. 
In the end, the ferment of reform revived anxieties which it had 
initially helped to repress.

The great underlying change running through the Progressive 
period was one of tempo. Year by year the innovating spirit 
whirled faster and faster, overrunning old objectives, generating 
new schemes for reform, raising men’s level of expectation ever 
higher, broadening into a force that stirred every nook and cranny 
of American life. By 1910 the excited talk of reformers about “so
cial democracy,” breaking the “money trust,” shackling the judi
ciary, and emancipating the “new woman” suggested that a recon
struction of some of the country’s major institutions, from the 
banking system to the home, lay in the offing.

As progressivism moved from first successes toward grander 
visions, it showed signs of accumulating stress. On the right, con
servative opposition tightened. The Republican party was dividing 
by 1910, and President Taft, once regarded as a loyal standard- 
bearer by reformers, now assailed them for exciting a class spirit. 
Within the broad movement of liberal opinion intellectuals were 
discovering divergent trends and weighing distinctions between the 
older American freedom and a planned society. On the left, an 
astonishing number of people were growing impatient with all the 
progressive promises. Longings too vast for any kind of moderate 
leadership to fulfill played into the hands of a new type of south
ern demagogue, like Cole Blease, or in other areas strengthened the 
Socialist party. In 1910 the Socialists elected their first mayors and 
congressmen; two years later the party polled the highest percent
age of a Presidential vote it would ever receive. Meanwhile the 
most militant radicalism crackled in the West, where lumberjacks
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and harvest hands joined the Industrial Workers of the World 
and brandished the strike as a revolutionary weapon.

Here were conditions faintly reminiscent of those in the 1880’s. 
Symptoms of a head-on clash between capital and labor, a sense of 
increasing class conflict, dissatisfactions blurring immediate ob
jectives and conjuring up vaguer issues: all these tugged again at 
the bonds of social unity. To be sure, the profound anxieties of the 
earlier period were muted by the continuing vitality of the pro
gressive impulse. But some who found the pace of change too 
rapid, and others for whom it was too slow, drifted uneasily to
ward the psychology of the late nineteenth century, with its fears 
for the survival of the social order, with its compensatory nation
alisms.

It was among men who deeply distrusted the whole current of 
innovation that anti-radical nativism reawakened after 1910. A 
generation earlier the dread of an approaching social catastrophe 
had touched a wider range of opinion, liberal as well as conserva
tive. In the progressive era, when even the Socialist party was 
winning a certain respectability, few except the most orthodox 
took to heart the peril of revolution. Among them, however, labor 
militancy again inspired dismay: in place of the half-forgotten 
anarchists the Industrial Workers of the World came into view. 
What if the Wobblies were an essentially indigenous group? 
They swept a good many immigrant workers into their rough- 
and-tumble ranks, and they were “un-American” enough to preach 
class war.

In the Pacific Northwest a chunky hard-faced newspaper edi
tor vaulted into national politics by mobilizing nativistic opposition 
to the I.W.W. Albert Johnson published a small daily at Gray’s 
Harbor, the lumbering center of southwestern Washington. Early 
in 1912, when local businessmen put him forward as a standpat 
Republican candidate for Congress, he was known largely as a 
booster, a jolly after-dinner speaker at commercial clubs, and a foe 
of conservation. Then an I.W.W.-led strike of the lumber mills 
paralyzed the local economy. Johnson made a state-wide reputa
tion by leading an armed citizens’ movement which broke the 
strike, ran the leaders out of town, secured the recall of the mayor, 
and tried to punish the foreign laborers who obeyed the strike call 
by announcing that preference in re-employment would be given
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to native Americans. The peppery editor turned his own Congres
sional campaign into a holy war against radicalism and for immi
gration restriction, raging at the I.W.W. as a flag-hating foreign 
conspiracy out to wreck the country.45 He defeated the incum
bent, who ran as a Progressive, and carried his crusade to Congress, 
where he soon alienated other restrictionists by the embarrassing 
violence of his proposals.46

The same year the I.W.W. burst into the East, where it organ
ized the new immigrant workers in textile mills. Cruelly exploited 
by employers and rejected by the A.F.L., the unskilled immigrants 
turned temporarily to the “One Big Union” where all workers 
were on an equal footing. A bitter but victorious I.W.W. strike 
at Lawrence, Massachusetts, involving twenty-two thousand work
ers of sixteen nationalities, signaled the new foreign threat. This 
thunder on the left awakened conservative alarm in the East. Con
vinced that all radical experiments endangered “the solidarity of 
the Nation,” organs such as the New York Evening Sun were 
equally sure that “the first considerable development of an actually 
revolutionary spirit comes today, and comes . . . among the un- 
American immigrants from Southern Europe.” In the next few 
years anti-radical nativism formed a minor but persistent under
current in middle-class thinking.47

While the prevailing, progressive spirit confined anti-radicalism 
to right-wing groups, anti-Catholicism reappeared in an entirely 
different quarter. About the same time that foreign revolutionists 
were beginning to excite conservative nativists, a dread of foreign 
Romanists came to life on the nativist left. Both fears emerged out 
of the increasing restlessness of the day: one as a reaction against 
it, the other as a perverse expression of it.

The new religious xenophobia contained all of the traditional 
ideological ingredients: ex-priests lecturing on the moral iniquities 
of confessional and convent; warnings about Catholic political 
conspiracies; widespread rumors that the faithful were drilling 
nightly in church basements in preparation for an armed uprising.48 
More remarkable were the progressive sympathies and aspirations 
that often shone through the hatred. To be sure, Protestant na
tivism had long had a certain liberal flavor, in contrast to the con
servative bias implicit in anti-radical nativism. Since the Enlight
enment, Americans had tended to look upon the Pope as a reac-
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tionary despot, hostile to liberty and progress alike. One could al
ways point to the Inquisition or the Syllabus of Errors, and more 
than once native reformers balked by the opposition of Irish im
migrants had moved easily into an anti-Catholic crusade.49

The new religious xenophobia in the years after 1910, while 
building on the historic identification of popery with tyranny, 
went significantly further. It frequently displayed a subdued but 
unmistakably progressive response to social problems; its principal 
spokesmen hinted that the Pope stood in the way of all social im
provement; and there is reason to suspect that much of the energy 
behind the movement came from a displacement or distortion of 
anti-monopolistic sentiment. Whereas, in the days of the American 
Protective Association, anti-Catholic agitators betrayed a horror 
of revolt as well as reaction, their counterparts in the 1910’s railed 
largely at reaction. The former approach suggested dissatisfactions 
not yet disciplined by the hard immediacies of reform. The latter 
suggested an overflow of discontents which reform had canalized. 
It is hard to explain the rebirth of anti-Catholic ferment except as 
an outlet for expectations which progressivism raised and then 
failed to fulfill.

A frustrated southern radical, a man of the people who had bat
tled for economic democracy since 1890, started the new crusade 
against Rome. Tom Watson led the hosts of Populism in the nine
ties and spurred Georgia progressives in the mid-1900’s. His fever
ish campaigns brought little permanent benefit to the farmers he 
loved, and by 1910 his prestige was clearly waning, though he 
still commanded a devoted following through his personal organ, 
Watson's Magazine. Without abandoning entirely his old agitation 
against corporate privilege, Watson shifted to a primary attack on 
the Catholic peril. A trivial but much publicized incident appar
ently precipitated his change of course. The Pope cancelled a 
scheduled interview with the former vice-president of the United 
States, Charles W. Fairbanks, because Fairbanks had first visited 
a group of Methodist missionaries in Italy. A defense of the Pope’s 
conduct in the Hearst press sent Watson into a rage. He decided 
to expose the Catholic plot against democracy, America and the 
home.50 Soon the issue became a consuming passion with Watson, 
the immigrants entering indirectly as the agents of Rome.

“There is a foreign foe at our gates,” he thundered, “and that
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foe is confidently expecting the spies within to unlock the portals. 
Those domestic traitors are the voracious Trusts, the Roman Cath
olic priesthood . . . the Knights of Columbus. . . .” His propa
ganda followed the traditional anti-Catholic line so closely that it 
relied on tracts written eighty years before, but there were pro
gressive undertones as well.51

Another wayward reformer established a much more successful 
nativist publication the year after Watson’s conversion. In Au
rora, Missouri, a small town in the Ozark highlands with a declin
ing population, Wilbur Franklin Phelps founded in 1911 a na
tional “patriotic” weekly called The Menace. Phelps, a country 
editor who had worked up from the printer’s trade and who al
ways prided himself on his progressive outlook, was already pub
lishing the local Aurora newspaper. Soon The Menace completely 
overshadowed it. In a year circulation rose to 120,000, in two years 
to over five hundred thousand, in three years to a million. Along 
with the paper grew a large publishing plant which employed 135 
people, did a rousing mail-order business printing anti-Catholic 
books, and arranged engagements for anti-Catholic lecturers.52

Nothing interested The Memce very much except a Roman one. 
It alleged, for example, that the Vatican was now ordering sub
versive Italian immigrants to the United States instead of Irish, 
having learned that the Irish became Americanized too quickly. 
The paper’s most notorious sally was against the Knights of Colum
bus, who, according to an oath The Menace helped to publicize, 
pledged their fourth degree members to a war of extermination 
and mutilation against all heretics.53 At the same time the paper 
wore a progressive air. It said that the Catholic Church was trying 
to obstruct all progressive legislation and was combining with big 
business to break the labor unions; it showed a vague, guarded sym
pathy with the Socialists; and it warned all reformers that no pro
gressive development of democracy could succeed unless everyone 
united to preserve America’s free institutions against the common 
foe.54

Phelps’ paper shared with Watson’s Magazine a second charac
teristic that defines the sources of the new religious nativism. Both 
were published in country towns with a population of four thou
sand or less. So also were a number of other nativistic sheets that 
sprang up in their wake. From 1912 through 1914 a score of less
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successful imitators appeared, often in such unlikely communities 
as Mankato, Minnesota, Anderson, Indiana, Magnolia, Arkansas, or 
Moravian Falls, North Carolina. Nearly every important urban 
newspaper denounced the spirit these rustic journalists represented. 
Anti-Catholic nationalism found some city support, notably among 
Protestant railroad employees who had taken a prominent part in 
the A.P.A. and who still felt threatened by their Irish fellow work
ers. Nevertheless, the broad base—as the N ew  York Times pointed 
out—now lay in rural areas.55

This inverted the structure of former anti-Catholic movements 
and marked a historic transition in the character of Protestant na- 
tivism. During the nineteenth century the tradition drew its main 
strength from the larger towns and cities where Catholics were ac
tually settling.56 Even in the 1890’s, when the excitement invaded 
the midwestern countryside in a grotesquely jingoistic form, anti- 
Catholic xenophobia remained primarily an urban movement. But 
in the twentieth century it re-emerged most actively in rural Amer
ica, where adherents of the hated faith were relatively few.

This shift tied in with a trend already under way in the late 
nineteenth century: the extrusion of religious nativism from the 
citadels of middle-class culture. Among educated urban groups, 
nationalism, like almost everything else, was gradually secularized. 
Penetrating down the social scale, the secular outlook softened 
religious frictions, turned aggressive impulses to other adversaries, 
and forced each successive wave of anti-Catholic hysteria farther 
from the centers of cultivated society. What had issued from Bos
ton, New York, and Philadelphia in the 1840’s radiated from the 
smaller cities of the Middle West in the 1880’s and finally found its 
most valiant champions among the hicks and hillbillies.

They, at least, had never abandoned the old-time religion. In 
fact they were beginning in the years after 1910 to pass over to 
the offensive against the diluted doctrines and moral laxity of their 
urban brethren. The rise of a militant rural fundamentalism coin
cided with the upsurge of rural nativism. Perhaps the two came 
partly from a common need, aggressive fundamentalism minister
ing to the same unfulfilled urges that sent rural Protestants cru
sading against popery. At any rate the reassertion of the straight 
Gospel truth undoubtedly quickened the rural war on Rome. In 
large parts of the South, Catholics were so uncommon that nativists

T H E  L OS S  OF C O N F I D E N C E  l 8 l



i 82 T H E  LOSS  OF C O N F I D E N C E

found popular sentiment harder to rouse than in the Midwest, but 
in both areas the movement was definitely taking hold. In both, 
barnstorming evangelists lent an apocalyptic fury to the assault; 
and the devout could often be seen going to church with the Bible 
in one hand and The Menace in the other.57

At the same time this anti-Catholic propaganda often lacked gen
uine religious feeling.58 A political and social emphasis connected 
much of it so directly with an unsatisfied progressivism that one 
wonders if a tendency to lose faith in the pattern of reform did 
not affect rural groups in some special way. The progressive move
ment did not belong to rural America, as the agrarian crusades of 
the late nineteenth century had. Farmers joined it readily enough 
and hoped for much from it, but city folk controlled it, and city 
folk could best appreciate the substantial victories it achieved. Big 
business was a long way off from many country people. Sometimes 
it was hard for them to tell whether the trusts or some grander 
power was really thwarting them.59

The significance of both anti-Catholic and anti-radical nativism 
in the late Progressive period lies in their origins, not in their 
achievements. Neither reached far enough to have an important 
impact at the time. The No-Popery tradition, though strong in 
propaganda outlets, suffered particularly from inadequate organiza
tion. As always, Protestant nativists needed the striking power of 
political secret societies. Several such groups cropped up: the 
Guardians of Liberty in 1911, and some time later the Covenanters 
(who covenanted to have no dealings with Catholics) and the 
Knights of Luther.60 None, however, made much impression, per
haps partly because of ineffective leadership. The most important 
body, the Guardians of Liberty, was formed by several retired 
army and navy officers and up-state New York civic leaders of 
respectable antecedents. The former United States Chief of Staff, 
General Nelson A. Miles, became the Chief Guardian. The Guard
ians aimed primarily at defeating any political candidate “who 
owns superior temporal allegiance to any power above his obliga
tion to . . . the United States.” Initially their principles also in
cluded opposition to corporate monopolies. But the Guardians in
sisted on agitating in a genteel way, and at least until 1914 they 
remained a negligible influence.61
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1914: Summit of Prewar Nativism

By this time, corrosion of the confidence in unity and homo
geneity that America had regained at the turn of the century was 
well advanced. All of the anti-foreign and anti-Catholic traditions, 
though they remained largely separate from one another, were 
gaining momentum, and each was firmly grounded on international 
or internal problems which a generation of progressives had failed 
to solve. In 1914 nativism displayed symptoms of hysteria and vio
lence that had been rare or nonexistent since the 1890’s. The war 
then beginning in Europe played no part in these anxieties; they 
reflected domestic conditions. As if to complete the pattern of 
peacetime xenophobia, the economy slid from a recession in 1913 
into a depression the next year. Not a major depression, perhaps, 
but a strain on prices and employment sufficient to embitter exist
ing animosities.

Most obviously the depression preyed on the nativistic suscepti
bilities of workingmen, who now coveted the inferior jobs the 
immigrants held. “I see employment furnished to foreigners every 
day at good pay where Americans are not wanted,” wrote a down- 
and-out descendant of colonial stock. “I have reached the limit, I 
have been out of work until I can stand it no longer.” 62 In Arizona 
the State Federation of Labor, supported by the miners, secured 
as an initiative measure a law requiring all employers of more than 
five workers to recruit at least 80 per cent of their labor force 
from American citizens. As a general and drastic restriction on the 
employment of foreigners in private industry, the law was un
precedented, and the United States Supreme Court soon declared 
it in violation of the Fourteenth Amendment. On the other hand, 
the Supreme Court was adjusting itself to milder discriminatory 
statutes. In the 1890’s it had invoked the Fourteenth Amendment 
against laws excluding aliens from employment on public works. 
But now the Supreme Court upheld a New York statute of that 
nature when the Bricklayers’ Union demanded its enforcement 
against unnaturalized Italians engaged in building the New York 
subways. In effect the Justices endorsed the discharge of the Ital
ians, in conformity with the law, on the ground that the state in 
selecting its employees should have the same freedom that private



employers enjoy—the freedom to discriminate against any group.63
While private and public discrimination against immigrant work

men increased, the anti-Catholic movement also pushed ahead dur
ing the hard times of 1914 and early 1915. The circulation of The 
Menace grew by leaps and bounds, reaching a high point of 
1,507,923 in April 1915. In addition to the stimulus of economic 
tensions, the paper benefited considerably from Catholic efforts to 
suppress it by securing its exclusion from the mails.64 Meanwhile 
anti-Catholic proposals were coming under discussion in several 
state legislatures. Arkansas and Missouri, for example, considered 
an official inspection of sectarian hospitals and convents; Texas 
meditated public supervision of parochial schools.65

Furthermore, for the first time since 1894, religious xenophobia 
became a substantial factor in the 1914 elections in some areas, 
notably in the New York gubernatorial campaign. In that state 
William Sulzer, a flashy, insincere progressive who had been re
moved as Democratic Governor the year before on proof of cor
ruption, was seeking popular vindication. The Democratic candi
date was Martin Glynn, a Catholic supported by the Tammany 
forces that had engineered Sulzer’s impeachment. After Sulzer 
failed narrowly in an attempt to seize control of the collapsing 
Progressive party, he organized his own, the American party, 
claimed that the Tammany bosses had framed him, and exploited 
all of the anti-Catholic commonplaces as openly as he dared. The 
Guardians of Liberty, now a formidable force in up-state areas, 
turned their back on the tarnished ex-Governor and endorsed the 
Republican candidate as the surest way to defeat Glynn. Despite 
this division in the anti-Catholic vote, Sulzer showed remarkable 
strength in several up-state counties. Some staunchly Republican 
rural districts capitulated to him almost en masse.66

Elsewhere the year of depression brought back another phe
nomenon of the nineties. Flashes of lawless fury seared relations 
between old and new Americans. In the mining country of south
ern Illinois, long a dark and bloody ground which was now ac
quiring a very large foreign population, a street brawl resulted in 
the death of one Italian and two native Americans. The only sur
vivor, an Italian, was promptly lynched under circumstances which 
suggested collusion on the part of the local mayor. A few months 
later, in another mining town, a mob wrenched an Italian from
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jail and hanged him; he had been arrested on the faintest suspicion 
of complicity in an attempt to assassinate a mine superintendent.67 
The most dramatic incident occurred in Georgia, where economic 
resentment, frustrated progressivism, and race consciousness com
bined to produce a classic case of lynch law. The victim this time 
was not a poor Italian worker but a well-to-do Jewish employer.

Leo Frank, the son of a wealthy New York merchant, managed 
an Atlanta pencil factory which employed female labor at low 
wages. When one of the factory girls, Mary Phagan, was found 
murdered on the premises, unsubstantiated rumors of sexual per
version helped to fix suspicion on Frank. Most aroused were the 
working classes, who saw in Frank a symbol of the northern capi
talist exploiting southern womanhood. Although he was convicted 
in frantic haste, the carpenter, the blacksmith, the millhand, and 
the motorman kept saying, “He will never hang. He’s rich and 
Mary Phagan has no friends.” According to later reports, overt 
anti-Semitic sentiment played little part at this initial stage.68

All through 1914, evidence of the flimsiness of the case against 
Frank accumulated. Wealthy northern Jews financed a determined 
legal battle for a new trial. Leading Georgia newspapers and promi
nent Atlanta clergymen supported the appeal for justice. This 
shift in cultivated opinion, together with mounting “outside inter
ference,” only inflamed the masses.69 Hatred of organized wealth 
reaching into Georgia from outside became a hatred of Jewish 
wealth. From one end of the state to the other the story went: 
“The Jews have said that no Jew has ever been hanged and that 
none ever will be.” Tom Watson threw himself into the fray, 
with enormous effect. The hostility to corporate privilege which 
he was already shunting toward the Pope had found a closer, more 
popular target in Leo Frank, and by the end of the year, Watson’s 
tirades against the attempt of “Big Money” to invade and subvert 
the Georgia courts were growing increasingly anti-Semitic.70

Finally all the fears of the populace seemed confirmed; the vic
tim was almost literally snatched from the scaffold when the Gov
ernor at the last minute commuted his sentence to life imprison
ment. Most of the urban press in Georgia praised or defended the 
Governor’s action; the bulk of the population plunged into hys
teria. Boycotts of Jewish merchants began; throughout the state 
nightly mass meetings howled for retribution; at the murdered
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girl’s grave the Knights of Mary Phagan pledged themselves never 
to rest until the crime was avenged; and Tom Watson now saw 
the hand of a world-wide “Invisible Power.” 71

The dénouement was practically inevitable. A band of citizens 
from Mary Phagan’s home town took Leo Frank from the state 
prison, carried him 175 miles across the state, and butchered him 
almost in their own back yards. This ended the affair but not its 
consequences. In the last stages of the Frank Case, anti-Semitism 
regained the fiercely nationalistic twist it had acquired briefly in 
the nineties; and it assumed also an explicitly racial tone. About the 
time of the lynching Tom Watson marked this ideological ad
vance:

It is a peculiar and portentious [sic] thing, that one race of men 
—and one, only— should be able to convulse the world, by a 
system of newspaper agitation and suppression, when a member 
of that race is convicted of a capital crime against another race. 
. . . From all over the world, the Children of Israel are flocking 
to this country, and plans are on foot to move them from Europe 
en masse . . .  to empty upon our shores the very scum and 
dregs of the Parasite Race. 72

Something bigger than a local episode was in the air, something 
nourished by all the forces of racial nationalism, distorted progres- 
sivism, and economic decline. Before the Frank Case attracted na
tion-wide attention, a leaflet circulated in the streets of San Fran
cisco. “Mr. White American,” it warned, “if you have any race 
pride or patriotism, you will organize for the protection of your 
race.” 73 San Franciscans had read words like that directed against 
the Orientals for a long time. But this leaflet was against the Ne
groes—and the Jews.

The Failure of Restriction

Like every other manifestation of nativism, the immigration re
striction movement gathered strength year by year through the 
late Progressive period. Its points of special intensity rested where 
they had in 1905-1907: the South, the Far West, the native-born 
working class, and the patrician intellectuals. It also received gen
eral support in public opinion, and whenever restriction came to a



vote in Congress it rolled up overwhelming majorities. The most 
remarkable aspect of the movement was its repeated failure; it ac
complished nothing. Each Congress confronted a flurry of immi
gration bills. Not one of them of any consequence became law 
for a decade after the essentially anti-restrictionist measure of 1907. 
There are few better examples of the toughness and conservatism 
of American institutions than this steady persistence of a tradi
tional immigration policy in the face of widespread demands for 
change.

In this case, as in many others, the status quo survived blow after 
blow for two related reasons. Despite the militancy of certain 
groups, the immigration issue was not yet deeply felt throughout 
the country as a whole. Restriction sentiment, though general, was 
not generally intense; a substantial part of the American popu
lation seemed to regard the question as one of secondary impor
tance. And in the absence of an imperious, nation-wide clamor, 
strategically situated minorities could prevent either of the major 
political parties from committing itself resolutely on the issue. The 
minorities that blocked restriction had the additional advantage of 
appealing to traditional American ideals.

Big business constituted one of those minorities; through the 
National Association of Manufacturers, the American Iron and 
Steel Institute, and leading chambers of commerce it spoke out 
against disturbing the country’s open gates.74 Far more active and 
vocal, however, were the immigrants. The southern and eastern 
European opposition to restriction, partially demonstrated in 1906, 
swelled into a mighty, insistent chorus in the next few years. The 
federal immigration investigation authorized in the 1907 law gave 
the immigrant leaders the breathing spell they hoped for, and by 
the time another Congressional showdown arrived, the chaotic 
masses of the slums and tenements formed a pressure group of for
midable size.

No single organization played a dominating role, though the 
National Liberal Immigration League tried to direct strategy. From 
its New York offices, it developed a network of connections with 
big city representatives in Congress. It was able, for example, to 
reward Congressman James M. Curley by sending volunteer work
ers from various cities to Boston to help in an election. Also the 
league laid down a barrage of propaganda designed to appeal to
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conservative American opinion, opposing restriction on the ground 
of manpower needs while favoring stricter deportation and natu
ralization regulations. It clearly sought rapport with like-minded 
business groups and received some of its financial support from the 
Susquehanna Coal Company, the Hamburg-Amerika Line, and the 
Compagnie Générale Transatlantique.75

A very important factor in inciting and sustaining the immi
grants’ interest in the anti-restriction campaign was the foreign- 
language press, which teemed with lurid accounts of injustices 
under present legislation and the danger of worse. Although little 
of this journalistic ferment went beyond its immediate audience, 
the immigrant press had one strong voice in high councils in the 
American Association of Foreign Language Newspapers. This 
agency of Louis Hammerling’s, mingling business with politics, 
kept its member papers loyal to the Republican party in return for 
corporate advertising; and at least it tried to keep the Republican 
leaders loyal to the immigrants. It served other interests better than 
the foreigner’s, but it gave immigrant editors a voice in party 
councils, reminding the administration of the support it received 
from 508 newspapers with a vital stake in a generous immigration 
policy.76

The principal vehicles of immigrant pressure were the national 
societies—numberless organizations of every size and description 
ranging from the great German-American Alliance to a tiny Lith
uanian club on the South Side of Chicago. Delegates from a score 
of Polish benevolent societies, from Italian federations, and from 
Jewish associations trooped before Congressional committees, some
times stumbling over their English, sometimes speaking with the 
commanding eloquence of Louis Marshall, head of the American 
Jewish Committee. In the large cities the societies combined to 
organize mass meetings; everywhere they circulated petitions.77 In 
addition, some immigrant opinion also reached a larger public 
through the great immigrant church, for Roman Catholic leaders 
at various times expressed an unofficial opposition to restriction.78

While the immigrants mobilized their forces and the United 
States Immigration Commission ground through its vast investiga
tion, the nativists fumed impatiently. At first they used the legis
lative lull to try to secure more drastic administration of existing 
statutes. The Immigration Restriction League directed its fire at



Oscar Straus, Roosevelt’s Secretary of Commerce and Labor, who 
frequently exercised his authority to overrule harsh decisions which 
the Commissioner of Immigration, a former labor leader, made in 
the cases of individual immigrants. But with Roosevelt’s support, 
Straus continued to administer the law with humanity. His suc
cessor in the Taft administration, Secretary Charles Nagel, was an
other second-generation immigrant who followed a similar course.79 
Meanwhile, the A.F.L. was sniping futilely at the Bureau of Immi
gration because of its new Division of Information, established un
der the law of 1907. The division functioned in a very small way as 
an employment agency for newly arrived immigrants; the A.F.L. 
charged it with strikebreaking. Finally the restrictionists tried to 
cut off the appropriation for the Immigration Commission in order 
to force out its report more quickly; and again they failed.80

At last, in 1911, the commission issued its report in forty-two 
volumes. Its recommendations were largely technical, but it took a 
moderately restrictionist position. The commission endorsed the 
old device of a literacy test; it favored on economic grounds a reduc
tion in the supply of unskilled immigrant labor; and it cast its
mountainous social and economic data in the form of an invidious 
contrast between the northwestern and southeastern Europeans in 
the United States at that time. Instantly, the struggle reopened in 
Congress, with anti-restrictionists still pursing Fabian tactics. For a 
year they kept the commission’s recommendations bottled up in 
committees. Restrictionists finally got a general bill out of the Sen
ate committee in 1912 and attached the literacy test to it on the 
floor. In the House, however, the Democratic leadership proved as 
recalcitrant as Speaker Cannon had been in 1906. A presidential 
election was imminent; this was no time to antagonize the foreign 
vote. Southern Democrats raged at their party for cowering before 
foreign flags, but the Rules Committee refused to release an immi
gration bill before November.81

Never have the political parties made greater efforts to curry 
favor among the immigrants than in the election of 1912. Each 
party, the Republican, the Democratic, and the Progressive, estab
lished adjunct organizations to work among the foreign-born dur
ing the campaign. Taft scarcely campaigned at all, but at least he 
tried to hold the immigrants. In the last days of the campaign he 
spoke in honeyed words about their influence on America, and
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the chairman of the Republican National Committee promised that 
Taft would veto the literacy test if re-elected. Hämmerling faith
fully supplied pro-Taft editorials to the foreign-language papers 
under his domination. Fie admitted disbursing more than $100,000 
of Republican campaign funds and was said in some cases to have 
paid editors not to print advertisements for other candidates.82

On the Democratic side Woodrow Wilson labored throughout 
the campaign under the embarrassing handicap of having to re
pudiate over and over again the contemptuous phrases he had writ
ten about southern and eastern European immigrants in his History 
of the American People a decade before. Flaunted by his enemies, 
those sentences evoked indignant protests from immigrant socie
ties. Wilson countered by lavishing admiration on the Poles, the 
Italians, and others. In a letter to an Italian-American which the 
Democratic National Committee distributed by the hundreds of 
thousands, Wilson declared: “America has always been proud to 
open her gates to everyone who loved liberty and sought oppor
tunity, and she will never seek another course under the guidance 
of the Democratic Party.” 83

Theodore Roosevelt’s new Progressive party adopted the most 
positive approach, due to the influence of social workers. Calling 
itself “the Party of Social Justice,” the Progressive party welcomed 
social workers and incorporated bodily into its platform a sweep
ing program for social security worked out by a committee of the 
National Conference of Charities. The program included pledges 
to protect the immigrant from exploitation and to promote his as
similation and education. Frances Kellor, who was already pioneer
ing in exactly this area, became a national committeewoman of the 
Progressive party and probably did more than anyone else to di
rect Roosevelt’s growing reformist zeal toward the special plight 
of the urban immigrant.84 The Junior Order United American 
Mechanics denounced the Progressive party for those promises to 
the foreign-born, but Roosevelt captured the imagination and the 
loyalty of a large proportion of southern and eastern European 
voters. In three out of the four New York City districts that gave 
Roosevelt a plurality, Slavs and Russian Jews constituted the great 
majority of the electorate.85

After this interparty demonstration of affection for the immi
grants, Congress returned to the business at hand. Both houses hast-
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ily completed action on a general immigration bill recodifying all 
previous legislation and limiting admission to those able to read 
some language, the immediate family of a qualified immigrant be
ing excepted. The measure came before President Taft in the 
closing weeks of his term of office. Taft was genuinely divided in 
his own mind on the issue. Since he had a business sense of the 
immigrants’ economic contribution and considerable confidence in 
America’s powers of assimilation, he was inclined to veto; but until 
the last minute no one knew what he would do.86 In the end Taft 
vetoed and submitted to Congress the unfavorable recommenda
tions of his Secretary of Commerce and Labor, Charles Nagel, as 
his reasons for doing so. Nagel was a prominent corporation lawyer 
with deep roots in the German community of St. Louis. To him 
illiteracy meant a lack of opportunity, not of ability; America 
needed the labor and could supply the literacy.87 The Senate over
rode the veto, but the House failed to do so by a margin of five 
votes. The voting followed the characteristic line-up that had 
emerged out of twentieth century nativism: the South and Far 
West almost unanimous for restriction, the urban areas of the 
North strongly against it, and considerable opposition lingering in 
the old immigrant districts of the Midwest.88

Woodrow Wilson, the new President, brought to Washington a 
bold program of economic reform that filled the rest of the year. 
The restrictionists had to wait for the next session of Congress. 
Early in 1914 their turn came. Southern Democrats now headed 
the immigration committees of both houses, and concern over 
rising unemployment was adding to all of the other nativist pres
sures. In the House of Representatives, the bill which Taft vetoed 
was revived, strengthened by broader provisions for the exclusion 
and deportation of revolutionists, embellished with the eugenic 
category of “psychopathic constitutional inferiority,” and rushed 
to passage.89 The Senate was prepared to follow suit when it began 
to wonder about Wilson. No one really knew his attitude on the 
question, but Jewish leaders were calling at the White House, and 
Wilson’s Catholic secretary, Joe Tumulty, was said to exercise a 
baneful influence over him.90 “Cotton Ed” Smith, chairman of the 
Senate Committee, confronted the President before proceeding 
further and discovered a reluctant opponent. Wilson tried to de
flect Smith from restriction to a plan for distributing immigrants to
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rural areas—something that a rural nativist could only regard with 
horror.

To another southern Senator, Wilson later justified his own po
sition on the literacy test in unusually frank terms: “I find myself 
in a very embarrassing situation about that bill. . . .  I myself per
sonally made the most explicit statements at the time of the Presi
dential election about this subject to groups of our fellow-citizens 
of foreign extraction whom I wished to treat with perfect frank
ness and for whom I had entire respect. In view of what I said to 
them I do not see how it will be possible for me to give my assent 
to this bill. I know you will appreciate the scruple upon which I 
act.” 91

Wilson in those days dominated his party to an unusual degree; 
Smith hesitated to defy him. Nevertheless, the Senate Immigration 
Committee decided after a month of doubt to press for action. 
Wilson’s whole manner on the issue was constrained. Perhaps he 
might adopt a hands-off policy in the end. The matter dragged on 
through the spring and early summer. By then the Democratic 
leaders in the Senate were cocking their eyes toward another elec
tion. Despite a threat of a southern filibuster, they refused to allow 
time for debate until December.92 So the literacy test waited again 
until the immigrants had cast their votes. Then the Senate passed 
the bill easily, and it went to the White House in January 1915.

Wilson proved inflexible. Apart from motives of political ex
pediency, he had undoubtedly sloughed off his earlier fears of the 
immigrant as he responded to progressivism, and he was especially 
struck by the failure of the bill to exempt from the literacy test 
refugees from political persecution. (Congress had resisted strong 
pressure for such an exemption exerted in the interest of Russian 
Jews by the American Jewish Committee and the Friends of Rus
sian Freedom.) 93 This failure gave Wilson an opportunity to 
stand on the high ground of traditional American idealism. His 
veto message rested four-square on an eighteenth century doctrine 
which immigrant spokesmen had kept alive: the idea of America’s 
cosmopolitan mission to provide a home for the oppressed. The 
proposed legislation, Wilson declared, “seeks to all but close en
tirely the gates of asylum which have always been open to those 
who could find nowhere else the right and opportunity of consti-



tutional agitation for what they conceived to be the natural and 
inalienable rights of men. . . .” 94

For the third time in American history the literacy test received 
a Presidential veto, and for the third time its supporters tried to 
override executive disapproval. But Wilson apparently did more 
than disapprove. According to current reports, he brought the ad
ministration’s patronage powers to bear to pick off Congressmen 
sympathetic to the literacy test. On February 4, 1915, the House 
of Representatives failed by four votes to pass the bill over the 
President’s veto.95 The dikes of interest and tradition still stood 
against the flowing nativist tide.

On the same day Imperial Germany announced a policy of un
restricted submarine warfare in all the waters surrounding the 
British Isles.
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War and Revolution

We are ioo per cent American in the State of Wyoming, 
and we are going to remain ioo per cent American.

—Governor Frank Houx, 1918

The deadly convulsion in Western civilization that began in 
1914 did not significantly impinge on American intellectual history 
until the following year. At first Europe seemed a long way off. 
Americans felt safely sheltered from the upheaval not only by a 
broad expanse of ocean but also by their own virtually unanimous 
determination to stay at peace. An overwhelming majority of 
native Americans sympathized with Britain through ties of geogra
phy and history, and the militarism evident in Germany affronted 
the prevailing pacifist mood itself; but few leaders of American 
opinion supposed that any latent preference for one side or the 
other would really compromise a neutral stance.

For all of its devotion to peace, the United States was psycholog
ically prepared to react to an international challenge with national
istic fervor. The Progressive era had built up a crusading spirit, a 
sense of dedication to high ideals. It had drawn powerfully on a 
modernized evangelical impulse, investing a secular crusade with 
religious significance, making the struggle against bosses and mo
nopolists a way of battling for the Lord. By 1915 the reform lead
ers had nearly exhausted their capacity for constructive domestic 
achievement. Wilson’s program was very largely on the statute 
books, and the Congressional elections of 1914—fought wholly on 
domestic issues—had set back reformers generally. On the other 
hand, the moral energy of the age, its appetite for splendid tri-
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umphs over the forces of evil, was far from appeased. While pro- 
gressivism was losing coherence as a practical program, its mes
sianic zeal remained unquenched. This yearning idealism took a 
new lease on life when the specter of German militarism arose. 
Freed from the lagging drive for internal reform, the progressive 
spirit expanded into a global crusade.1 This exalted sense of right
eousness beat upon America throughout the war years, giving an 
almost religious significance to the struggle for victory abroad and 
unity at home.

In another way too there was continuity between a waning pro- 
gressivism and the developing war spirit. We have already observed 
a slackening of confidence, an accumulation of tensions, as the 
progressive movement reached its crest in the immediate prewar 
years. Men were groping again for national unity, alarmed at un
healed or widening rifts of class, of race, of ideology. Perhaps a 
vigorous assertion of American rights functioned in some measure 
to submerge the drift and clash of purpose in domestic affairs. Un
doubtedly the growing nativism of 1910 to 1914 formed a backlog 
of sentiment for and a bridge of transition into the greater na
tionalism of the war period.

Hyphens and Preparedness

If these and other impulses from an earlier day deeply colored 
the American response to the international crisis, the fact still re
mains that a new era was at hand; for the issues of 1915 inaugu
rated a tremendous alteration both in the course of American his
tory and in the character of American nativism. While modern 
wars have generally imparted a fresh vigor to the tide of national
ism, they have often calmed the waves of nativism borne along 
within that tide. Certainly the wars that America fought in the 
nineteenth century had (whatever their other effects) diverted na
tionalism temporarily from nativist channels. The struggle with 
Germany, however, called forth the most strenuous nationalism 
and the most pervasive nativism that the United States had ever 
known.

The World War caused the first big international conflict be
tween America and a country which had been sending to it a 
large and cohesive immigrant population. Despite the volume of
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new immigration, Germans still comprised the largest single na
tionality among the foreign-born. They numbered more than 2.3 
millions,2 and behind the first-generation immigrants stood count
less others with attachments to the culture from which their fa
thers and forefathers came. What had occurred in a limited and 
partial form during the Italian war scare of 1891 and the friction 
with Japan after 1905 now erupted on a colossal scale and with 
classic purity. The Germans fell subject, not to any of the spe
cific nativist traditions, but rather to the plain and simple accusa
tion in which every type of xenophobia culminated: the charge of 
disloyalty, the gravest sin in the morality of nationalism.

The fury that broke upon the German-Americans in 1915 rep
resented the most spectacular reversal of judgment in the history 
of American nativism. During the post-Civil War age of confi
dence the initial distaste for German customs had rapidly worn 
away. Public opinion had come to accept the Germans as one of 
the most assimilable and reputable of immigrant groups. Repeat
edly, older Americans praised them as law-abiding, speedily assimi
lated, and strongly patriotic. In 1903 a Boston sociologist pro
nounced the Germans the best ethnic type in the city. In 1908 a 
group of professional people, in rating the traits of various immi
grant nationalities, ranked the Germans above the English and in 
some respects judged them superior to the native whites.3 These 
opinions rested on substantial foundations of social and economic 
prestige. By and large the Germans had risen out of the working 
class. They were businessmen, farmers, clerks, and in a few cases 
highly skilled workmen. Among workers in the major industries, 
a German was more likely to own his own home than was a na
tive white.4

The friendliness they were used to meeting contributed to the 
Germans’ undoing. Adversity had not disciplined the German- 
American leaders to meekness or restraint. Accustomed to accept
ance and respect, they pressed for what they wanted confidently, 
even belligerently. Were they not, through the mighty German- 
American Alliance, the best organized foreign-language group in 
the country? Thus, when the European holocaust called forth their 
strong sympathies for the Fatherland, they rallied loudly and 
openly to influence American foreign policy. In the winter of 
1914-15, as munitions shipments flowed out in ever larger quanti-
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ties to the Allies, German-Americans launched a massive campaign 
for an embargo on the export of war supplies.5 An embargo would 
have offset Britain’s natural advantage over Germany in securing 
supplies from the United States. Although the German-Americans 
described their proposal as the only genuinely neutral course, 
Americans interpreted the agitation as an attempt to undermine 
the nation’s cherished neutrality in the interest of a foreign power. 
They responded to the embargo movement with the first passion
ate outburst of anti-German hysteria. On January 30, 1915, just a 
few days before the German government declared submarine war
fare on Great Britain, representatives of every large German- 
American organization met in Washington in a show of strength 
that sent a shiver through public opinion. The New York Times 
editorialized: “Never since the foundation of the Republic has 
any body of men assembled here who were more completely sub
servient to foreign influence and a foreign power and none ever 
proclaimed the un-American spirit more openly.” 6

The recoil from organized German-Americanism had hardly 
begun when policies of the German government made matters far 
worse. Within the week following the embargo conference, the 
first instances of sabotage executed by agents operating from the 
German embassy in Washington came to light. Bungling attempts 
to smuggle bombs onto American ships or to wreck American fac
tories occurred fairly regularly during the following months. Each 
cast a darker shadow across the whole German community in the 
United States. At the same time the Reich embarked on a subma
rine campaign which soon spilled American blood. Through popu
lar thinking there spread an image of the German-American com
munity riddled with treason and conspiring under orders from 
Berlin. As early as February wild rumors told of German-Ameri
can intentions to invade Canada. By August there was common 
talk that German-Americans were rejoicing over the death of 
American citizens on torpedoed ships; and whispers told of a mys
terious multiplication of German street bands spreading propa
ganda by playing “The Watch on the Rhine.” Before long public 
opinion transformed the German-American Alliance into a vast 
engine of the German government.7

The more a web of international conflict entangled the Amer
icans, the fiercer grew their insistence on national solidarity and
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the more certain their feeling that the country was dangerously 
divided. Instead of unifying America, the issues of foreign policy 
and internal security in 1915 and 1916 created a sense of deeper 
disunities. Since the agitation against German-Americans arose from 
this free-floating nationalistic anxiety, not from dislike of specifi
cally German cultural traits, it tended to assume a vague, general
ized form. From the very beginning, the phraseology of the attack 
was directed less at Germans as such than at an entirely disembod
ied category: the “hyphenated American,” i.e., the immigrant of 
divided loyalty. The Literary Digest asserted in October 1915 that 
the hyphenate issue was the most vital one of the day.8

The two most distinguished men in public life lent their influence 
to the anti-hyphenate campaign. Theodore Roosevelt bestrode 
the movement; Woodrow Wilson surrendered to it; and together 
they illustrated the change that the progressive impulse was under
going. Roosevelt stood out as the standard-bearer and personifica
tion of “unhyphenated Americanism.” Through all the turns of 
his protean career the Rough Rider had followed the fixed star of 
militant nationalism. Though he emphasized various functions and 
ends of state power at different times, he was always happiest when 
invoking its authority and glory. Long before, as a jingo and an 
ardent immigration restrictionist in the 1890’s, Roosevelt had up
braided immigrants who failed to break loose from every Old 
World tie. Then, during the years of reform, the democratic and 
humanitarian strains in his character (encouraged by political ex
pediency) brought him into sympathy with those who wanted to 
use the state in behalf of hyphenated minorities; in 1912 he cham
pioned a “New Nationalism” that would bind the foreign-born 
closer to the rest of America by a broad federal welfare program. 
But with the scent of battle in his nostrils in 1915, he swung back 
to his earlier view of the hyphen as a menace rather than a chal
lenge.

Now he denounced every kind of divided loyalty as “moral 
treason.” He insisted on one maxim for all Americans, regardless 
of birth or ancestry, “and that is the simple and loyal motto, 
AMERICA FOR AMERICANS.” Roosevelt regularly cautioned 
the public that his attacks concerned only the “German-Americans 
who call themselves such” or the “professional German-Ameri
cans,” not “the Americans of German origin,” and he believed
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that his fairness toward unhyphenated people who happened to 
have German names or lineages justified the harshness of his as
sault on “those who spiritually remain foreigners in whole or in 
part.” 9 Doubtless his audiences felt that the distinction clothed 
their hatreds with righteousness too.

By the time of the election of 1916, Wilson had also picked up 
the loyalty issue and was assailing the hyphenates. Unlike Roose
velt, Wilson did not mention any national group by name, and he 
always asserted that the disloyal people formed but a small minority 
of the foreign-born population. Nevertheless, he and his party ex
ploited the hyphenate theme much more effectively than did the 
Republicans, who hoped to profit from the Germans’ animosity 
toward the President. While the Republican candidate Charles 
Evans Hughes tried uneasily to temper the anti-German speeches 
that Roosevelt was making in his behalf, Wilson executed one of 
the master strokes of the campaign by defiantly repudiating the 
“hyphenate vote” in a stinging letter to an Irish agitator.10

The whole excitement over undivided loyalty developed hand 
in hand with another nationalist movement stemming from the 
European war. Preparedness, the term that described the campaign 
for national defense in 1915 and 1916, constituted an appeal for 
strength analogous to the anti-hyphenate demand for unity. The 
two causes, each full of alarm at the weakness of the republic, 
naturally supplemented one another. The preparedness movement 
tended, in fact, to aggravate anti-German nativism, partly because 
its emotional tone suggested vague dangers of foreign aggression, 
partly perhaps because it was easier to play up an internal menace 
than to show how European armed forces could threaten the 
United States. Psychologically the hyphen could serve as surro
gate for enemy fleets or armies.

Certainly it was not accidental that the first Congressional ad
vocates of preparedness were Augustus P. Gardner and Henry 
Cabot Lodge, the most fervent immigration restrictionists in poli
tics in the Northeast, nor was it happenstance that the principal 
preparedness societies, the National Security League and the Amer
ican Defense Society, evolved into leading instruments of war
time nativism.11 Similarly, Theodore Roosevelt’s thunderous cam
paign for military preparedness paralleled his trumpeting against 
the hyphenates, while President Wilson said little about hyphens

199



200 W A R  A N D  R E V O L U T I O N

until he gave up his opposition to armaments. Until the fall of 1915, 
Wilson resisted pressure for substantial increases in the country’s 
armed forces. Then, in coming out for preparedness, he expressed 
a temperate alarm at voices speaking with “alien sympathies.” In 
December, when the President began to appeal vigorously for de
fense appropriations, he struck out harshly at those immigrants 
“who have poured the poison of disloyalty into the very arteries 
of our national life . . . America never witnessed anything like 
this before. . . . Such creatures of passion, disloyalty, and anarchy 
must be crushed out.” 12

Unlike the attack on hyphens, the crusade to arm America had 
to overcome bitter opposition from native groups, but this friction 
at an hour of seeming national peril only heightened the military 
enthusiasts’ fear of disunity. The tremendous preparedness parade 
on New York’s Fifth Avenue in 1916 moved beneath a great elec
tric sign that summarized the essential principle growing out of the 
whole international crisis: “Absolute and Unqualified Loyalty to 
Our Country.” 13 The monolithic adjectives of that flashing sign 
summoned Americans toward a concept of national unity surpass
ing any they had known.

Greatly as the temper of American nationalism changed during 
those years of painful neutrality, the alterations were far from 
complete. The inflation of loyalty was just beginning, and the 
anti-German, anti-hyphenate movement—for all of its sound and 
fury—was still a matter of talk; it did not yet involve concrete 
proscriptions and reprisals. The period from the beginning of 1915 
until America’s entry into the war stands as a transitional one, in 
which a good deal of anti-foreign sentiment continued to function 
within the older, prewar patterns.

Although preoccupation with the German issue tended to push 
all other nativisms more or less into the background, the new situa
tion affected the older traditions in different degrees. Anti-Catholi
cism sustained the greatest setback. In one of those sudden collapses 
that have marked its history the anti-Catholic movement shrank 
like a pricked balloon in 1915. The circulation of The Menace 
reached a high point of 1,507,923 in April and thereafter fell 
steadily and swiftly. It lost a million subscribers in little over a year 
and soon was reduced to futility. Meanwhile most of its journal
istic competitors either ceased publication or changed policy. The



W A R  A N D  R E V O L U T I O N 201

Guardians of Liberty disappeared from sight. A Knights of Colum
bus Commission on Religious Prejudices, established in 1914, dis
banded in 1917 in a joyful mood.14 The decline must have resulted 
partly from the economic upswing of 1915—from the prosperous re
turns on a flood of Allied purchases. But undoubtedly the breakup 
of Protestant xenophobia also reflected a shift of attention from 
the Pope to the more substantial and exciting menace of the 
Kaiser. Instead of invigorating anti-Catholicism, anti-Germanism 
stole its thunder. The two movements, so similar in their imagery 
of disloyal fifth columns acting under orders of a foreign “despot,” 
had competitive appeals; for the papacy could not very readily 
be equated with Prussianized Germany.

Racial nationalism during those transitional years proved more 
resistant to the shift in public interest, though it too lost ground 
at a time of conflict between the American people and their Teu
tonic racial cousins. Many of the patrician intelligentsia of the East 
remained faithful to the Anglo-Saxon tradition, which at least 
ministered to their strong pro-British sympathies. Among them, 
the scientific race-thinkers pursued their inquiries uninterruptedly. 
Eugenicists followed with intense interest the studies that Ales 
Hrdlicka, an eminent anthropologist, began in 1914 to determine, 
by cranial measurements, if a race of Old Americans really existed. 
Madison Grant’s book appeared in 1916 with only a casual refer
ence to the war as another deplorable example of an old suicidal 
blood rage among the Nordics. It is noteworthy, however, that 
the book received rather little notice at the time.15

Meanwhile other racial nativists were tempering their ideas to 
the exigencies of the new international crisis, the chief problem 
being to eliminate any Germanic flavor from the Anglo-Saxon 
tradition. Some of the most ardent Anglophiles, assuming that the 
Anglo-Saxons alone constituted the truly American element, 
viewed the hyphenate vote as a threat to Anglo-American racial 
ties and thus to the source of American liberty.16 This new distinc
tion between hyphenated Teutons and unhyphenated Anglo- 
Saxons meant, of course, ignoring the latter’s supposedly Teutonic 
origins. The Anglo-Saxonists, in effect, had to secede from the 
larger Teutonic race—a maneuver which they executed with dis
patch. The psychologist G. Stanley Hall, for example, trained in 
German universities and long an apostle of Teutonisin, now de-
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cided that “there was something fundamentally wrong with the 
Teutonic soul,” and thereafter lavished his admiration on Anglo- 
Saxons alone.17 After 1915 little more was heard in the United 
States about the origins of liberty in the forests of Germany.

The third proscriptive tradition, anti-radical nativism, had not 
reached by 1914 an intensity at all comparable to that of the other 
two. Apparently it had only minor importance during the next 
two years. Nonetheless, a radical spirit interfered in general with 
the solidarity that nationalists were increasingly demanding, and 
left-wing groups formed an important part of the opposition to 
preparedness. That fear of foreign radicals was far from dead was 
plainly evident in the immigration law passed in February 1917. 
This omnibus measure contained very broad anti-radical provisions 
evolved before the outbreak of the European war under urging 
from Albert Johnson and other foes of the I.W.W. The anarchist 
clause of 1903 was expanded in two ways: first, to exclude from the 
United States not only individual advocates of violent revolution 
but also those who advocated sabotage or belonged to revolution
ary organizations; second, to deport any alien who at any time 
after entry was found preaching such doctrines. Thus organiza
tional membership (“guilt by association”) became a test of exclu
sion, and, in contrast to the original three-year time limit on de
portation, an alien revolutionist might be sent back to his home
land even for beliefs acquired after long residence in America.18

The whole law provides the best illustration of how older xeno
phobias persisted into the neutrality period, interacting with the 
new anxiety over hyphenated loyalties. The 1917 statute was 
essentially the immigration restriction bill that Wilson had blocked 
in February 1915; the subsequent German crisis supplied the im
petus for reviving and enacting a measure grounded in prewar 
problems. By the time the law was finally passed, it served no im
mediately restrictive purpose; the European war had already re
duced emigration far more drastically than any legislator could 
hope to do. Proponents of a literacy test, however, warned that 
once the war ended a real deluge would begin.19 Also they made 
much of the hyphenate issue. In their arguments all of the custom
ary complaints against southern and eastern European immigration 
mingled somewhat incongruously with the fresh excitement over 
divided loyalties. Some observers noted that the nationalities which



the literacy test was designed to penalize were showing, in contrast 
to the shocking behavior of German-Americans, “almost incom
prehensible” restraint. Nonetheless, the German example suggested 
that one could never tell when a foreigner might betray the coun
try to an enemy. To the Chicago Tribune the problems created 
by the war in Europe demonstrated the need for a more “intense 
and inspiring nationality” and made immigration restriction a phase 
of national defense.20

Before the measure became law, the old lure of the immigrant 
vote in a national election once more forced a delay. The Demo
crats, who posed in 1916 as the party of pure Americanism, warily 
took foreign influence into account at the very time their plat
form was denouncing it. Democratic publicists might accuse the 
Republican Presidential nominee of truckling to the foreign vote, 
but a Democratic Senatorial caucus meanwhile agreed not to take 
up the immigration bill until after the election. A group of south
ern Democrats revolted against the caucus decision but were 
brought to heel.21

As soon as Wilson was safely re-elected, the Senate passed the 
bill with only seven negative votes. Wilson, still keeping faith 
with the immigrants, vetoed it for a second time. Most big city 
newspapers endorsed the President’s action, as did the United 
States Chamber of Commerce; but anti-hyphenism gave the re- 
strictionists the extra margin they needed to override the veto. In 
the final tally the bill met virtually no opposition outside of in
dustrial centers.22 After a quarter of a century of agitation and 
more than a score of favorable votes in Congress on literacy bills, 
a provision excluding from the United States adult immigrants 
unable to read a simple passage in some language was enacted on 
February 5, 1917. There were two important exceptions. An ad
missible alien might bring in members of his immediate family 
despite their illiteracy, and in the interest of Russian Jews the 
same exemption applied to all aliens who could prove they were 
fleeing from religious persecution. Significantly, refugees from po
litical persecution received no such exemption.

The law was a comprehensive one, based originally on recom
mendations of the United States Immigration Commission, which 
had been revived and expanded in each Congress since 1911. It 
codified existing legislation, added to the excluded classes “per-

W A R  A N D  R E V O L U T I O N  203



W A R  A N D  R E V O L U T I O N

sons of constitutional psychopathic inferiority,” “vagrants,” and 
chronic alcoholics, and raised the head tax from $4 to $8. Along 
with the new prohibitions on alien radicals, the statute also estab
lished an Asiatic “barred zone” which served to exclude Hindu 
and East Indian labor. For reasons of diplomacy the Wilson ad
ministration managed to ward off a similar ban on Japanese, thus 
retaining the Gentlemen’s Agreement which Roosevelt made with 
Japan in 1907.23

With this act, the question of immigration restriction rested for 
a time. The leaders of the Immigration Restriction League, at a 
quiet victory dinner in Boston’s Union Club, began at once to 
plan additional barriers,24 but America’s entry into the World War 
was imminent, and Congress would take no further interest in the 
question until after the war. Already most nativistic anxieties cen
tered on the lingering alien rather than the entering immigrant. 
Once war came, the immigrant qua immigrant disappeared from 
view, while fear of the alien absorbed the whole of American 
nativism and grew a hundredfold.

100 Per Cent Americanism

When President Wilson delivered his somber war message to 
Congress in April 1917, almost every member of the excited audi
ence before him was waving or wearing an American flag.25 The 
sight was impressive—and symbolic. The declaration of war ushered 
in a new ideology, rooted in the transitional years of 1915 and 
1916 but now grown full scale. Though first visible through the 
preparedness and hyphenate movements, the change was not con
fined to any specific aspect of American nationalism. It amounted 
to nothing less than an alteration in the whole texture of nationalist 
thought. This pervasive shift came on the wings of a freshly minted 
phrase. By converting the negative term “unhyphenated Ameri
canism” into a positive and prescriptive one, writers and orators 
of the war years created the expression “100 per cent American
ism.” Like most simple phrases, this one implied far more than it 
said. Without rising to the dignity of a systematic doctrine, 100 
per cent Americanism expressed, or connoted, a cluster of assump
tions.26 To understand its components and its dynamics is to reach
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the essence of wartime nativism and the spirit of much that fol
lowed in the postwar years.

Above all, 100 per centers belligerently demanded universal 
conformity organized through total national loyalty. Nothing in 
this demand was wholly new; certainly not loyalty, certainly not 
conformity. Partly because of the great social diversity within the 
country and the relatively limited force of government and cus
tom, America had long since developed a remarkable degree of 
conformity through the sway of public opinion. European ob
servers since de Tocqueville had repeatedly commented on how 
effectively Americans regulated one another through the pressure 
of collective judgment. Never before the First World War, how
ever, had the urge for conformity blended so neatly with the 
spirit of nationalism. As a result, 100 per centers regarded the 
maintenance of the existing social pattern as dependent on the 
individual’s sense of complete identification with the nation—a 
sense of identification so all-embracing as to permeate and stabilize 
the rest of his thinking and behavior.27

But passive assent to the national purpose was not enough; it 
must be grasped and carried forward with evangelical fervor. In 
addition to equating loyalty with conformity, patrioteers stressed 
the inculcation of a spirit of duty. Steady, uniform subordination 
of other interests to one national endeavor imposed a heavy psychic 
strain on a loose-knit, individualistic society; to practice conform
ity ardently all citizens must have a high sense of obligations and 
responsibilities laid upon them by the nation. Patriotism therefore 
was interpreted as service; the public was scolded for having 
thought too much in the past about its rights and privileges. About 
the time of America’s entry into the war, the press inaugurated a 
country-wide contest for the best statement of a national creed 
which would emphasize the citizen’s duties. The result, “The 
American’s Creed,” became a part of classroom ritual, an ever 
repeated reminder that love of country is to be understood in 
terms of duty. Meanwhile Theodore Roosevelt was thundering: 
“we must sternly insist that all our people practice the patriotism 
of service . . . for patriotism means. service to the Nation. . . . 
We cannot render such service if our loyalty is in even the small
est degree divided.” 28

Millions of civilians displayed the same evangelical temper in
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flocking to serve the war effort through countless voluntary or
ganizations, drives, and pledge-signings—activities that often ac
quired a semi-obligatory status. The essential duty, however, con
sisted in right-thinking, i.e., the enthusiastic cultivation of obedience 
and conformity. A newspaper editor who headed the Iowa Coun
cil of Defense spelled out three specific imperatives for every citi
zen: to join a patriotic society, to preach the impropriety of con
sidering terms of peace, and “to find out what his neighbor 
thinks.” 29

Thus the primary sanction on which ioo per centers depended 
to enforce a crusading conformity was exhortation. Verbal ap
peals seemed so potent, and the calculated manipulation of opinion 
was practiced to a degree so unprecedented that men began to 
talk of “propaganda” as a kind of modern magic.30 But techniques 
of persuasion, no matter how high-pressured, seemed only partly 
adequate to discipline the well-disposed, and entirely inadequate to 
punish the disaffected. As their tempers rose, ioo per centers fell 
back increasingly on the punitive and coercive powers of govern
ment to execute their mandates. The war was enlarging the scope 
of governmental action in all sorts of ways, building on precedents 
which reformers had supplied for protecting the community by 
extending the functions of the state. Without often realizing they 
were doing so, ioo per centers took part in the general statist 
trend. For all their faith in pep talks, they also brandished a club.

An explanation for this whole temper of mind is not hard to 
find: it was caused by the unexpected exigencies of modern war 
impinging on traditional American habits and ideas. The struggle 
with Germany suddenly imposed enormous tasks upon a loose- 
knit, peaceful society, calling for an immense output of manpower 
and material. The war seemed so encompassing, so arduous, that 
the slightest division of purpose or lack of enthusiasm appeared an 
intolerable handicap to it. Only a single-minded, even simple- 
minded, dedication to a presumably single national objective could, 
it was believed, prevent other interests or loyalties from competing 
or conflicting with the luminous will of the nation. To achieve 
this kind of unity, wartime nationalism drew heavily on the cru
sading impulse that had flowed both through imperialism and 
through progressivism. The same intense belief in the power of 
ideals to accomplish social objectives, the same reliance on exhor-
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tation, the same moral energy, were now at work in the summons 
to national service. In this sense 100 per cent Americanism was the 
final fruit of a generation of political moralizing, though now the 
missionary spirit was turning toward the strengthening of existing 
institutions rather than the creation of new ones.

One must distinguish, therefore, between this American response 
to total war and the totalitarian nationalisms that have developed 
in other parts of the modern world. One hundred per cent Ameri
canism involved no conscious repudiation of other social values 
such as individual freedom, but rather a refusal to recognize any 
legitimate conflict between such values and conformity; no hostil
ity to the existing social order, but rather a zeal to maintain it; no 
desire to build an omnipotent state, but rather an appeal to state 
power only as a court of last resort when public opinion seemed 
incapable of enforcing conformity.

Though this new nationalism outlawed many kinds of deviation, 
it had already discovered its primary target in the formative years 
of 1915 and 1916. On the hapless German minority 100 per cent 
Americanism broke with great force as soon as the United States 
entered the war. Ironically, the German-Americans now suffered 
far more than they had during the neutrality period for a resistance 
which they no longer offered to the nation’s purpose. Sabotage 
ceased with the flight of official German agents to Mexico when 
war was declared. Before long the German-language newspapers, 
at least in their public professions, embraced a blatant patriotism.31 
The 100 per centers, however, saw evidence of conspiracies every
where. In the month before the United States entered the war, 
tales poured into the War and Justice Departments, often from 
highly responsible people, about secret organizations which were 
planning an earthquake of explosions under the direction of the 
German General Staff once hostilities commenced. Army com
manders, especially in the Middle West, braced themselves to sup
press insurrections that never materialized.

The fear of organized plots survived every disappointment and 
triumphed over every symptom of tranquillity. German-American 
Red Cross volunteers were widely believed to be putting ground 
glass in bandages and in food sent out to soldiers. Others were 
supposed to be selling court plaster containing tetanus bacilli, 
spreading influenza germs, or poisoning wells.32 The Hoboken
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Council of Six wanted the city placed under martial law to sup
press a “Whispering Propaganda Organization” led by German- 
Americans. The President’s secretary, Joseph Tumulty—a target of 
anti-Catholicism in the early years of the Wilson administration- 
felt called on to issue a formal newspaper statement denying that 
he had been shot as a German spy. The closing of many normal 
channels of communication and criticism stimulated the circula
tion of all sorts of rumors, so that the air was full of stories of 
transports sunk, Red Cross sweaters on sale in department stores, 
and governmental plans to confiscate all savings. Both press and 
government intensified the anti-German hysteria by branding 
such reports as inventions of German agents. Thus the Food Ad
ministration warned the public that a rumored shortage of salt, 
matches, and laundry blue was “the result of the latest efforts of 
pro-German propagandists.” 33

With the minions of the Kaiser moving in such mysterious ways, 
ioo per centers felt sure that the nation would never be safe until 
every vestige of German culture had been stamped out. German 
societies dared not hold public meetings or outings even in cos
mopolitan New York. Many patriots clamored for suppression of 
all German-language newspapers, and in numerous areas local offi
cials banned their sale.34 A special act of Congress repealed the 
charter of the German-American Alliance. A campaign to elim
inate German from the public school curricula made considerable 
headway on the theory that the study of the language served to 
inculcate un-American ideas. A poll of 1,200 public school sys
tems in March 1918 showed that about one out of seven had 
already dropped German. The proportion was much higher in 
the South (almost 40 per cent), and wherever classes remained 
open, enrollment was dwindling rapidly. Before the war ended, 
some whole states—Delaware, Iowa, Montana, and others—banned 
the teaching of German. Meanwhile German opera was boycotted, 
sauerkraut became “liberty cabbage,” and many towns, firms, and 
individuals with German names changed them. All of these re
pressive drives received much encouragement from the American 
Defense Society, a propaganda organization of wealthy conserva
tives and militarists.35 Born in 1915 to agitate for preparedness, it 
lived on to become an embodiment of the 100 per cent philosophy.

Inevitably the zeal to expunge disloyalty and to “swat the Hun”
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roused a spirit of violence. Theodore Roosevelt advised shooting 
or hanging any German who showed himself disloyal,36 and emi
nent clerical spokesmen demanded the death penalty for German 
propagandists. Plainer citizens meted out their own brand of in
formal justice. Mobs occasionally destroyed a German’s books or 
musical instruments. Sometimes a German was forced to kiss the 
American flag. Passion mounted in the spring of 1918 as American 
troops went into action against the great German offensives un
leashed on the Western Front. Supposedly seditious utterances 
by Germans and others provoked frequent public floggings or 
tar-and-feathering parties. Some of the worst vigilante groups in 
the Midwest and in California called themselves the Knights of 
Liberty. The climax came in April when a mob of miners lynched 
a German alien on the bloody ground of southern Illinois, where 
Negroes and Italians had met a similar fate in days of peace.37

In large measure these acts of repression and reprisal by private 
groups and local communities reflected the 100 per center’s con
viction that the federal government was timid and even criminally 
negligent in dealing with traitors. Popular indignation was rising 
against a nerveless government hampered by inadequate authority 
or paralyzed by respect for law. Were not thousands of disloyal 
utterances going unpunished? Were not German spies constantly 
being caught and then released without trial? Was not the govern
ment’s anti-German propaganda, asked the American Defense 
Society, so pacific as to give aid and comfort to the enemy? Many 
100 per centers believed that the weakness of federal action com
pelled them to take the law into their own hands.38 This pressure 
from below for a more potent and coercive national state pressed 
hard on the Wilson administration. The government never went 
nearly as far as super-patriots wanted, but to some extent it was 
infected by 100 per-centism, and to some extent it was driven to 
appease it.

At the outset federal policy showed an uneasy but notable re
straint. Unsatisfied with existing conspiracy statutes, Congress 
passed the Espionage Act in June 1917, which penalized individ
uals for false statements designed to obstruct the war effort or to 
aid the enemy. Although somewhat ambiguous, the measure ap
peared on its face to outlaw only those statements which consti
tuted dangerous acts; not all deviant opinions.39 To deal with the
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acts and statements of enemy aliens the government had a far 
more summary weapon at its disposal. During the first great anti- 
foreign scare of 1798, the Alien Enemies Act had given the Presi
dent arbitrary control over unnaturalized subjects of a hostile 
power during wartime; he could arrest, restrain, regulate, and 
deport them by fiat. Alone among the Alien and Sedition Acts, 
this one remained in force, and Wilson invoked it as soon as war 
was declared. However, only a small fraction of the half million 
German aliens in the United States was molested under this au
thority. Sixty-three deemed most dangerous were seized at once; 
about 1,200 were arrested in the course of the year. By contrast, 
Britain interned all German aliens (some forty-five thousand) ; and 
Portugal, which was almost as secure from invasion as the United 
States, expelled them en masse from the country.40

The initial restraints upon American policy were progressively 
whittled away. Federal judges proceeded to flout a strict construc
tion of the Espionage Act and to mete out long prison sentences to 
individuals who said that war violated the teachings of Christ or 
enriched profiteers. Attorney General Thomas W. Gregory tried 
to prevent indiscriminate prosecutions, but his own ability to dis
tinguish between dangerous and innocuous utterances became 
somewhat blurred. Like many others in responsible positions, he 
was torn between passion and principle. Although he set himself 
against the demand of the Assistant Attorney General, Charles 
Warren, for imposing martial law on the country, Gregory felt 
keenly the prevalent criticism of federal laxity. Spurred by public 
opinion, he asked Congress to enlarge the Espionage Act slightly. 
It responded in May 19» 18 with more than he had bargained for— 
the draconic Sedition Act. Any opinion deemed disloyal, any con
temptuous reference to the American flag, form of government, 
or Constitution, became subject to a twenty-year sentence.41

Meanwhile the Justice Department was hustling greater num
bers of German aliens into internment camps under the President’s 
summary powers. The total of enemy aliens arrested on Presidential 
warrants rose from 1,200 at the beginning of 1918 to 6,300 ten 
months later. Regulations governing the conduct of German aliens 
who remained at large were tightened, requiring them to register 
and forbidding them to move without official permission. Also the 
Justice Department in 1918 found a way of stripping “disloyal”
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naturalized Germans of their citizenship, and Gregory prepared a 
drive for denaturalization proceedings.42

Super-nationalist tendencies also came to bear on the federal 
government through secret societies of volunteer spy-hunters. 
One of the most satisfying ways by which a ioo per center dis
qualified from military service could answer the urge for duty and 
conformity was to take part in a society engaged in ferreting out 
disloyalty. A number of such societies appeared around the time 
of America’s entry into the war, including (according to one re
port) the Anti-Yellow Dog League, composed of boys over ten 
who searched for disloyalists and claimed a thousand branches 
throughout the country.

The Justice Department, daunted by the puny size of its own 
staff of three hundred investigators, gave a kind of unofficial bless
ing to several of the secret bodies.43 One of them, the American 
Protective League, secured a unique status as a semiofficial auxiliary 
to the Justice Department and grew to phenomenal size. Estab
lished by a Chicago advertising executive, A. M. Briggs, in March 
1917, with the Justice Department’s approval, in a few months 
the league mushroomed into an organization of more than 1,200 
separate units functioning in nearly every locality in the United 
States. Its members were largely business and professional men, 
who financed it through their own contributions supplemented by 
subsidies from large corporations. According to the league’s claim, 
it attracted a total of 250,000 members, each equipped with an 
impressive badge and imbued with 100 per cent fervor. To middle- 
aged soldiers of the home front, the league supplied the grati
fications of participating in a secret, oath-bound society, the 
respectability of operating more or less within the law, and above 
all the opportunity to clothe themselves in the authority of the 
national state. By joining, any “red-blooded patriot” could become 
a policeman.

As their primary task, A.P.L. “operatives” pried into men’s 
opinions. They carried out investigative assignments referred to 
them by the Bureau of Investigation and later by the War De
partment’s Military Intelligence Division, and flooded public offi
cials everywhere with unsolicited, melodramatic information. Re
ports on “seditious and disloyal utterances” comprised their main 
stock in trade, these often consisting of gossip, hearsay, and mis-
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information offered from malevolent motives. Sometimes the silent 
were browbeaten into public confessions of thorough loyalty; 
sometimes those who might have spoken critically were silenced 
by advance warnings. The authorized history of the A.P.L. records 
such feats as the following: “Prowers County, Colorado, investi
gated fifty cases of mouth-to-mouth propaganda, a notable case in 
its annals being that of a German Lutheran minister who refused 
to answer the question as to which side he wished to win the war. 
. . . He asked for time. The next day he declared very promptly 
that he wanted the United States to win. He was instructed to 
prove this by preaching and praying it in private as well as in 
public, which he agreed to do.” 44

The league performed other chores as well, sometimes with a 
muscular vigor that disturbed its official sponsors. It checked up on 
people who failed to buy Liberty bonds, looked for draft evaders, 
spotted violators of food and gasoline regulations, and took a sus
picious interest in citizens living in luxury without visible means 
of support. Attorney General Gregory tried to restrict the league 
to investigative work, but the desire of its members to police their 
communities could not always be held in check. In New York 
they took part in a mass roundup of draft evaders. In Cleveland 
they broke up meetings of a Socialist local. In Milwaukee they 
threatened members of the Machinists Union with immediate in
duction into the Army, and German aliens who tried to change 
jobs with internment. In at least two cities league members served 
as strikebreakers to prevent walkouts of policemen and firemen 
who wanted higher pay.45 “It is safe to say,” Gregory reported to 
Congress with truthful pride, “that never in its history has this 
country been so thoroughly policed. . . 46

A  Common Cause

Although wartime nationalism bore down most severely and 
painfully on the German element, obviously a conformist ethic 
that applied so broadly to the whole American population could 
easily jeopardize other immigrant groups as well. Conceivably, ioo 
per cent Americanism could have unleashed a general xenophobia 
against all aliens. To what extent did this in fact occur?

Certainly the war created a more widespread concern than
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Americans had ever before felt over the immigrants’ attachment 
to their adopted country. Decades of xenophobia in all parts of 
the country had failed to touch a substantial part of the native 
public in any primary or significant way. Now that national soli
darity was at such a premium, many Americans had a sense of 
discovering a momentous issue hitherto only dimly grasped.

Statistics alone were disturbing enough. An estimate by the Bu
reau of the Census in 1917 showed that the American population 
included about 4,662,000 people born within the boundaries of the 
Central Powers, half of them Germans and the other half a queer 
conglomeration of nationalities from Austria-Hungary, Turkey, 
and Bulgaria. Altogether, about one-third of America’s foreign- 
bom derived from enemy territory. An overwhelming majority of 
those who had come from the countries allied with Germany had 
not yet acquired American citizenship;47 and when the United 
States declared war on Austria-Hungary in December 1917, its 
subjects became enemy aliens. Furthermore, their significance for 
the American war machine was crucial. The Slavic and Magyar 
nationalities originating in the Dual Monarchy now dominated the 
eastern coal fields, formed perhaps two-thirds of the labor force 
in the iron and steel industries and an equal proportion in the 
slaughterhouses, and worked in most of the munitions factories.48

The Slovaks, Slovenes, Magyars, Bohemians, and all the rest of 
the great mass from eastern Europe were not Teutonic, to be sure, 
nor did American opinion ever view them in quite that light. To 
the United States the enemy was Germany, The other Central 
Powers seemed (when one thought about them at all) not so much 
the allies of the Kaiser as his pawns. Nevertheless the thought 
that the adversary had at least a technical claim on the sympathies 
of millions in the industrial heart of America was deeply dis
quieting.

What was worse than the size and the strategic position of the 
alien population was its apartness. The impulse for unity crashed 
against the plain, frightening fact that the new immigrants lived 
in a social universe so remote from that of the Americans on the 
other side of the tracks that they knew practically nothing of one 
another. The average citizen’s acquaintance with the immigrants 
scarcely went beyond some unpleasant concepts about their char
acter and the conditions under which they lived. Of their inmost

2 1 3



W A R  A N D  R E V O L U T I O N

loyalties he knew nothing but suspected much when the war be
gan. In a magazine article entitled “Invaded America,” Samuel 
Hopkins Adams described the millions born on enemy soil in a 
manner characteristically vague and characteristically ominous: 
“Reckon each as a pound of dynamite—surely a modest compari
son. . . . Not all these enemy aliens are hostile. Not all dynamite 
explodes.” 49

The general apprehension about alien influence highlighted an 
anomalous condition surviving in seven western states. Operating 
on constitutions written in the frontier era, Indiana, South Dakota, 
Nebraska, Kansas, Missouri, Arkansas, and Texas still permitted 
aliens to vote on the mere declaration of intention to become citi
zens. Since the 1880’s a number of other states had eliminated this 
right, but during the same period the nativists’ preoccupation with 
the issue of immigration restriction had left the question of alien 
suffrage largely unattended. In 1917 the realization that aliens, 
many of them legally enemies, might control elections in certain 
districts, caused a determined movement for limiting suffrage to 
citizens only. Three states amended their constitutions in 1918, and 
the rest followed suit in the immediate postwar years.50

Meanwhile compulsory military service bore more heavily on 
citizens than on aliens and thus added to the resentments and 
anxieties inherent in the war situation. The Selective Service Act 
of May 1917 exempted enemy aliens and all other aliens who had 
not declared their intention to become citizens; on the other hand, 
quotas were apportioned on the basis of total population. Conse
quently, as the draft began to cut deeply into the country’s man
power, it took a disproportionate number of citizens from com
munities with a large alien population. Along with indignation that 
young aliens should be enjoying the fruits of war prosperity while 
citizens filled up the military quotas, there was concern lest the 
induction of too many native-born workers in mill towns and other 
industrial areas should disturb “American control” of plants by 
causing the elevation of aliens to supervisory posts. In 1918 a new 
system of apportioning quotas was instituted and ended most of the 
dissatisfaction.51 There remained the problem of a relatively small 
number of declarant aliens from neutral countries who sought 
exemption from military service on the basis of treaties the United 
States had with their homelands. In an act of July 1918, Congress
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yielded to the claim of treaty obligations but stipulated that to 
secure exemption, such aliens must withdraw their first papers 
and in doing so would be forever barred from citizenship.52

All in all, a foreigner was well advised to conduct himself with 
unusual circumspection in an atmosphere so highly charged. There 
was, for example, the case of a foreign-looking man, unable to 
speak English, who ripped a Liberty Loan poster from a Cleveland 
trolley car. The other occupants of the car mobbed him, and only  
a timely arrest saved him from what might have become a lynch
ing. He proved to be an illiterate Pole infuriated by the poster’s 
illustration: the glaring visage of the Kaiser.53

Yet, despite the indiscriminate anti-foreign suspicions omnipres
ent in the war mood, incidents of this kind were unusual. Toward 
the German, American opinion showed little restraint; toward the 
rest of the immigrant population it showed a great deal. The aver
age non-German alien passed through 1917 and 1918 unscathed by 
hatred, and often touched by sympathy. The logic of 100 per cent 
Americanism was against him, but the war also created powerful 
forces which held that logic in check. Latent hostilities toward 
hyphenated nationalities became overt only in the case of the Ger
mans. An incident in Texas, where a corrupt governor in the 
course of a general assault on the state university tried to oust all 
aliens from the faculty, stands alone in the annals of the war.54 This 
was the paradox of American nationalism during the First World 
War. On the one hand it created an unappeasable and unprece
dented demand for unity and conformity. On the other, it saved 
the foreigner from the persecutory or exclusionist consequences 
of this demand as long as he was non-German and showed an out
ward compliance with the national purpose. To a remarkable de
gree the psychic climate of war gave the average alien not only 
protection but also a sense of participation and belonging.

In this respect the First World War resembled previous Amer
ican wars. Like the Civil War and the Spanish-American War, 
the struggle with Germany drained many internal antagonisms 
out of American society, turning them instead onto the common 
enemy. The people were seeking national unity through fraternity 
and through hatred, developing modes of sympathy as well as re
pression. Foreign groups usually excluded from community affairs 
were invited to take part in Red Cross projects, Liberty Loan
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drives, and a host of similar activities. In the oneness of the war 
effort, nationalities, churches, and classes found a common ground. 
A sociologist studying a Vermont industrial city in the mid-1930’s 
met many residents who still looked back nostalgically to the social 
homogeneity of 1917, when some of the traditional ethnic and reli
gious barriers had broken down.55 This spirit of community flour
ished side by side with 100 per cent Americanism, each providing 
an approach to unity. Perhaps they complemented one another, 
but to a considerable extent the achievement of fellowship tem
pered the force of fear and compulsion.

The most powerful of all of the symbols of loyalty was military 
service. The complaints about “alien slackers” that grew out of the 
inequities of the draft act made little impression beside the immi
grant soldier’s bright reputation for patriotism and valor. The pres
tige which the foreign-born had won fifty-five years before at 
Fredericksburg, Antietam, and Shiloh was won again on the battle
fields of France. Despite the nondeclarant and enemy aliens’ right 
of exemption from the draft (an exemption which great numbers 
of them waived), the foreign-born constituted about 18 per cent 
of the United States Army. This was somewhat more than their 
share of the total population.56 Not only immigrant leaders but all 
who wished to stress the cohesiveness of a fighting America ex
alted the foreigners’ service record. Popular military commentators 
evinced a sense of relief at the immigrant response to the test of 
war. The government’s official propaganda agency, the Committee 
on Public Information, made much of the decorations which indi
vidual immigrants received. A Victory Liberty Loan poster by 
the famous illustrator, Howard Chandler Christy, painted perhaps 
the most vivid image. It showed an Honor Roll full of outlandish 
foreign names and above the caption, “Americans All!” 57

A deliberate effort was made to emphasize the loyal cooperation 
of the immigrants on the home front also. At the instigation of the 
C.P.I., communities throughout the country organized great pag
eants on the Fourth of July, 1918, with every available nationality 
conspicuous in its native costumes and in its demonstrations of 
patriotism. Even the German-Americans were not entirely ex
cluded from the ceremonial joining of hands. They too had Amer
ican war heroes to whom orators could point, and in the parade 
at Sandusky, Ohio, a group of them marched with a banner in-
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scribed “100% Americans of German birth and descent.” 58 Little 
wonder that a leading Protestant periodical, the Missionary Re
view, exclaimed indulgently, “These handicapped races are show
ing such loyalty, such devotion to our country, that we are realiz
ing our former undemocratic, unchristian attitude toward them.” 59

This tendency to play up the common ties of interest and pur
pose among old and new Americans was strengthened by the very 
real hatred most Austro-Hungarian immigrants displayed toward 
their official fatherland. The bulk of immigrants from the Dual 
Monarchy were subject nationalities who saw an Allied victory as 
an opportunity for their own people to secure independent state
hood. The foreign districts of American cities bubbled with agi
tation and propaganda for such independence movements—a kind 
of hyphenate activity which served to demonstrate the attachment 
to American war aims of many technically enemy aliens. If the 
Magyars, who dominated half of Austria-Hungary, failed to share 
this enthusiasm for disrupting their homeland, they apparently kept 
their resentments to themselves.60 The general impression that Aus
tro-Hungarian aliens had little sympathy with their home govern
ment reinforced the implicit distinction Americans drew between 
Germany and her allies. The federal government treated unnatu
ralized immigrants from the other Central Powers very differently 
from unnaturalized Germans. After the belated declaration of war 
with the Dual Monarchy, Wilson refrained from applying to its 
subjects in the United States any of the enemy alien regulations 
which hampered all German aliens. The press, according to the 
Literary Digest, tended to applaud Wilson’s action in parting “the 
goats of German nationality from the sheep who owed allegiance 
to the Hapsburg Kaiser. . . .” 61

The Nativist Traditions in Wartime

To a considerable extent, the spirit of a common cause also laid 
its inhibitions on the older patterns of nativism. Many hatreds func
tional to peacetime tensions were expensive luxuries during war, 
and any type of xenophobia not directly relevant to the conflict 
between the United States and Germany had little chance to pros
per. Accordingly, the tendency, already manifest in the prepared-
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ness period, to subordinate other nativist ideas to the new inter
national challenge was steadily pursued.

Two of the historic traditions of American nativism ran counter 
to the common purpose. Anti-Catholicism was generally discour
aged and remained at low ebb; speculation that the papacy sympa
thized with Germany was denounced as “Hun propaganda” de
signed to divide America.62 Nor did racial nativism make headway 
while the United States was aligned with Italy and Japan against 
the masters of northern Europe. Very few racial attacks on for
eign groups appeared in the general books and magazines. The lead
ing race-thinkers strove primarily to bring their theories into har
mony with the spirit of the hour. Madison Grant brought out a 
hastily revised edition of The Passing of the Great Race in 1918, 
eliminating references to early American settlers as Teutonic and 
declaring that most present-day inhabitants of Germany are Al
pines rather than Nordics. A physician, William S. Sadler, wrote 
a whole book to prove the latter point, arguing that 90 per cent 
of the German Nordics had been killed off in the wars of the pre
vious three hundred years. This indicated, according to a lurid re
port in the Hearst press on the views of Professor Henry Fairfield 
Osborn, that the modern German population was actually de
scended from Asiatic barbarians.63 There is no evidence, however, 
that these readjustments gave racial nationalism any wartime vogue.

On the other hand, the third of America’s anti-foreign traditions 
fitted very usefully into the mood and circumstances of the war 
years. Whereas anti-Catholicism and racism could only strain exist
ing bonds of unity, anti-radicalism served to counteract an existing 
disunity. All religions and races joined willingly in the war ef
fort; many radicals did not. Consequently a nationalist attack on 
radicals gathered great strength during 1917 and 1918. It supple
mented and interacted with the reigning anti-German hysteria, 
forming a subordinate but important outlet for 100 per cent Amer
icanism.

When war came, the conditions which had discouraged fears of 
revolutionists during the Progressive period were reversed. Then, 
the strong current of enthusiasm for social change had confined 
anti-radical hysteria to a conservative minority; and since a great 
part of America was then responding to varying degrees of reform, 
the line between progressive and revolutionary opinion dimmed.
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The war, however, had precisely the opposite effect. It put a 
premium on stability rather than dissent, and it created a sharp 
distinction between liberals and radicals. Liberals, like most groups 
in wartime America, restricted or suspended their own struggle, 
in the interest of harmony. Radicals alone remained unregenerate 
enough to oppose the war itself in a relatively outspoken and or
ganized way. '

While nationality groups such as the Germans and Magyars pub
licly avowed their support of the war, left-wing spokesmen de
nounced it as a capitalistic blood-bath. Just about all of the meager 
anti-war propaganda in the United States came from the I.W.W., 
from tiny anarchist groups, and from the dwindling Socialist party, 
at least until they were bludgeoned into silence. Horrified at what 
seemed outrageous disloyalty, ioo per centers poured upon mem
bers of these groups, regardless of nativity, a hatred second only 
to their abomination of the hyphenated German. A provision in 
the Espionage Act banning disloyal literature from the mails was 
used largely against left-wing publications, and an important mo
tive behind the sweeping Sedition Act was a desire to clamp down 
on radical sentiment more completely.64

The attack on radicalism was thoroughly interwoven with the 
anti-German hysteria. The equation between the two was partly 
an outgrowth of the whole anti-radical tradition, with its assump
tion that militant discontent is a foreign importation, and partly a 
reflection of the new inclination to see the hand of the Kaiser in any 
divisive symptom. Any radical critic of the war was customarily 
designated a “pro-German agitator.” 65 Then too the frustrating 
scarcity of disloyal acts among German groups undoubtedly en
couraged the belief that the crafty Hun was actually working 
through left-wing organizations.

Although Socialists were occasionally horsewhipped, frequently 
arrested, and generally silenced, anti-radicalism now as in the late 
Progressive era found its chief target in the I.W.W. To the Wob
bly organizers a class loyalty transcended any national loyalties. 
In the early summer of 1917, when the organization reached a peak 
membership of about one hundred thousand, it had no compunc
tion about stopping work in the copper mines and launching a 
series of strikes among the exploited, migratory workers in the 
northwestern lumber camps. This action raised the most overt
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challenge that was to occur during the war to the new spirit of 
patriotic conformity. Convinced that German influence lay be
hind it all, the middle-class public responded with extraordinary 
violence. Sheriffs’ posses and armed citizens’ committees expelled 
more than 1,300 miners thought to be Wobblies from points in 
Arizona. One large group was met at the California border by a 
similar armed committee which threatened to shoot both the guards 
and their prisoners if they set foot in California. New Mexico vigi
lantes stopped a similar deportation from Arizona, with the result 
that federal authorities had to take charge of the captives. In Butte, 
Montana, a half-breed Indian active in the I.W.W. was lynched. 
Throughout the western states vigilante groups were springing up, 
and men were talking about further “neck-tie parties.” 66

Western state legislatures began to pass “criminal syndicalism” 
laws, severely penalizing membership in any organization advo
cating violence. On the other hand, state authorities felt helpless 
to halt the violence of their own enraged citizenry. A group of 
western governors appealed for federal action against the I.W.W. 
to forestall further mob action against it. Attorney General Greg
ory, who shared the suspicion that Germany was financing the 
I.W.W., probably needed little encouraging. In July 1917, he or
dered the internment of all German aliens found to be I.W.W. 
members. But still the popular clamor for more drastic steps con
tinued. On September 5, therefore, Gregory began a thorough
going campaign of repression. His agents descended on every 
I.W.W. hall in the United States. Further raids and confiscations 
of literature followed, resulting in all in the arrest of more than 
three hundred I.W.W. leaders, who were tried chiefly for violating 
the Espionage Act. Another group, consisting of non-German 
aliens identified with the I.W.W., was seized through the collabo
ration of the Immigration Bureau and the American Protective 
League and held for deportation under the new immigration law.67

In deportation the nation grasped its absolute weapon against 
the foreign-born radical. During the World War, deportation as
sumed a wholly new significance. In the nineteenth and early twen
tieth centuries it had had a purely instrumental function. It was a 
way of enforcing the existing laws regulating immigration—a way 
of sending back recently admitted aliens who should have been 
stopped at the port of entry because of specific excludable quali-
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ties. Deportation, therefore, never received wide public attention 
until the war period. Then nationalists glimpsed broader poten
tialities in what had been purely an administrative instrument; they 
began to envisage it as a major public policy in its own right. They 
saw it as a means of purifying American society. Through deporta
tion and the threat of it, the nation might rid itself of divided loy
alties. In this broad sense deportation now became a subject of 
considerable comment. “We are going,” said the chairman of the 
Iowa Council of Defense, “to love every foreigner who really be
comes an American, and all others we are going to ship back 
home.” The ex-president of the Native Sons of the Golden West 
added that every foreigner “must live for the United States, and 
grow an American soul inside of him, or get out of the country.” 68 
In short, the popular concept of deportation expanded to fit the 
ideals of ioo per cent Americanism.

The immigration law of 1917 furnished an initial opportunity to 
experiment along these lines. By permitting the Department of 
Labor to deport aliens implicated in certain kinds of radicalism re
gardless of how long they had lived in the United States before 
the offense occurred, the statute freed the weapon of deportation 
from the simple and limited function of enforcing the immigration 
code. However, after beginning to arrest aliens active in the 
I.W.W. in the winter of 1917-18, the government discovered that 
for purposes of deportation the law was less commodious than it 
had appeared on first glance. Although immigrants could be ex
cluded, alien residents of long standing could not be expelled 
merely for membership in a subversive organization. Deportation 
in such» cases depended on proof that the man had personally ad
vocated subversive doctrines. In order to carry out the campaign 
against foreign Wobblies, therefore, the Justice and Labor De
partments in 1918 asked Congress to authorize the deportation of 
any alien simply on grounds of belonging to an organization which 
advocated revolt or sabotage. Congress passed the bill in October 
with no opposition, and with little comprehension of the momen
tous step it was taking.69

Even with this broader dispensation, only the beginnings of an 
anti-radical purge were possible while the war lasted. By disrupt
ing normal diplomatic relations and maritime connections, the war 
prevented the government from effecting more than a few individ-
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ual deportations. In almost all cases the Secretary of Labor, who 
had official jurisdiction in the matter, postponed action until the 
end of hostilities.70 Furthermore, anti-radicalism remained a sub
sidiary manifestation of the ioo per cent spirit as long as the 
German menace was unquelled. It was one thing to call the radi
cals German agents but quite another to equate radicalism with the 
whole foreign population. Thus the war laid both the legislative 
and ideological foundations for a nationalistic, anti-radical crusade 
but curbed its channels of expression.

Big Red Scare

On Armistice Day a close observer might have guessed that the 
anti-radical tradition would make trouble for the immigrants in the 
months ahead. It is unlikely that he could have predicted the full 
fury of the Big Red Scare. Who could have foreseen that the emo
tions stirred up by the war would persist so violently into the 
postwar era? Yet the survival of ioo per cent Americanism under 
peacetime conditions is one of the great keys to the storm of xeno
phobia that followed in the wake of battle. An unappeased demand 
for the kind of conformity which only an extremely belligerent 
nationalism might provide flowed on for years, making World 
War I a major turning point in American nativism.

It is hard to explain the tug of wartime passions on the postwar 
mind except in terms at least partly psychological. The clamor for 
absolute loyalty, continuing relentlessly into peacetime, spoke, per
haps, an unwillingness to surrender the psychic gratifications the 
war had offered. Along with death and sacrifice the war had 
brought the warmth of a common purpose into millions of lives; 
it had touched them far more heroically than ever before with the 
moral idealism of the early twentieth century; it had given them 
catharsis for a host of aggressive impulses. These were experiences 
to cherish deeply, and men who had discovered them in the heat 
of national conflict had little difficulty supposing that the war had 
not ended, that the adversary had merely assumed another guise 
and still presented a deadly challenge to loyalty and a summons 
to hatred. Although other wars, too, had left violent emotional aft
ermaths, the martial spirit of 1918 could adapt itself to changing 
issues and fasten itself on changing enemies with unusual flexibility:
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the new creed of total loyalty outlawed so many kinds of dissent. 
Projected into the postwar world, the 100 per cent ideology gave 
war hatreds a wide and various field.

With the collapse of the German onslaught in November 1918, 
therefore, Germanophobes rallied swiftly and easily to repulse the 
foreign revolutionist. The latter—already stamped as an ally or 
agent of the Hun—merely moved from a subordinate to a central 
position on the enemy front. So interlocked and continuous were 
the anti-German and anti-radical excitements that no date marks 
the end of one or the beginning of the other. In the summer of 
1918, after the new Bolshevik government of Russia had made an 
abject peace with Germany, stories circulated in the United States 
to the effect that the Kaiser actually controlled the Soviet régime. 
The Committee on Public Information confirmed this illusion by 
releasing a sensational report from one of its officials, Edgar Sis
son, which sought to prove that the Bolshevik leaders were Ger
man agents. After the armistice the equation between Germanism 
and Bolshevism enabled a Senate committee investigating pro-Ger
man propaganda in the United States to shift smoothly to an in
quiry into Bolshevik propaganda.71 All through 1919 much hatred 
and suspicion of German influence lingered, erupting time and 
again in the charge that Teutonic machinations lay behind every 
symptom of unrest. In early 1920 New York state’s famous Red- 
hunter, Clayton R. Lusk, was still proclaiming that paid agents of 
the German Junkers had started the radical movement in Amer
ica as part of their plan of world conquest.72

The undercurrent of 100 per cent Americanism running through 
both waves of xenophobia appeared still more clearly on the or
ganizational level. When the war ended, the American Protective 
League had no intention of dissolving. It looked forward to a happy 
career ferreting out new disloyalties, sharpened its surveillance of 
radical meetings, and tried to work out with the United States 
Naturalization Service an arrangement for investigating every ap
plicant for citizenship. Attorney General Gregory soon decided, 
however, that public opinion might not tolerate a secret system of 
citizen espionage under peacetime conditions. He and the national 
directors of the league had to apply considerable pressure to per
suade the organization to disband. At that, some local divisions 
continued under other names, such as the Loyal American League
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of Cleveland, which kept trying to help public officials in sup
pressing disloyalty and disorder.73

A new organization, operating with no pretense of secrecy or 
of official status, stepped into the league’s shoes as the guardian of 
national orthodoxy. This was the American Legion. Being a veter
ans’ organization, the legion perpetuated more directly than any 
other group the corporate values of the war experience, the soli
darity, the fellowship, the special identification with the nation. It 
took form in France in the early weeks of 1919, launched by a 
group of Army officers who were concerned about the morale of 
restless, homesick troops. They were alarmed too at signs of radi
cal ferment on all sides, and from the beginning leaders of the legion 
thought of it as an agency for defending America from revolution. 
A constitution was drawn up pledging the organization “To foster 
and perpetuate a one-hundred-percent Americanism.” Of this it 
soon became a veritable incarnation. It kept alive the whole cluster 
of war hatreds (against Germans, “alien slackers,” and Wobblies), 
pressed for stronger military defenses and a stronger sense of duty 
to the nation, sowed patriotic propaganda broadcast, and in the 
sweep of its attack on radical dissent proved a pillar of the eco
nomic status quo. Although the national leaders tried to chart a re
spectable course, during 1919 and 1920 representatives of local 
posts attacked left-wing meeting places and newspapers, helped to 
break strikes, and otherwise flexed their muscles.74

While a coercive zeal to maintain absolute loyalty endured after 
the armistice, the gentler, more spontaneous aspects of wartime 
national unity disappeared. With the end of hostilities, individuals 
and groups who had pulled together soon pulled apart. This post
war loss in actual homogeneity had as much to do with bringing 
on the Big Red Scare as did the continuing pressure of 100 per 
cent Americanism. The sense of community, which had confined 
wartime nativism within fairly narrow channels and which had 
given status to all who took part in the great common cause, was 
swept away after the armistice. Thus the 100 per cent impulse 
survived, but the principal barrier which had held it in check dis
appeared. In place of the very high degree of harmony prevailing 
in 1917 and 1918, the country shook in 1919 under a wave of class 
conflict unparalleled since the turbulent nineties.

After shackling their own freedom of action for two years in
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the interest of national unity, both capital and labor kicked loose 
like young colts. Businessmen, resentful at the swift growth of 
unions under government benediction during the war, set them
selves to crush any sign of labor militancy. Workers, on the other 
hand, determined to keep abreast of the booming cost of living. 
Beyond that, they were fired by visions of social reconstruction, 
by bright hopes of a brave new world rising in the morning of 
peace and victory. The highly respectable railroad brotherhoods 
came out for government ownership of the railroads; the United 
Mine Workers proposed nationalizing the coal mines, organizing a 
labor party, and establishing a program of compulsory health in
surance. At the same time strikes flared more widely than ever 
before in American history.

To the left of most of the labor movement, a similar dynamism 
surged in radical groups, which, rebounding from wartime restric
tions, were magnetized by forces radiating from the new Russia. 
About fifty radical newspapers began publication in the year after 
the armistice, many of them anticipating an imminent social cata
clysm. Out of the Socialist party, which was shaken apart by the fer
ment, arose at least two communist parties, both small but bubbling 
with insurrectionary élan. A number of little anarchist groups be
came active. Nor was all the excitement verbal. On December 30, 
1918, bombs exploded on the doorsteps of two Philadelphia judges 
and a police superintendent, and similar attempts on the lives of 
public officials occurred sporadically over the next few months.75

Although American labor and the American left were, generally, 
in upheaval, foreign-born workers and radicals played a very prom
inent part. In addition to the anarchists, the great majority of 
American communists had a recent immigrant background. The 
bulk of Russian peasants in the United States seemed sympathetic 
to the Bolshevik régime.76 Also some of the biggest strikes occurred 
in basic industries manned largely from the new immigration. The 
first blaze of labor unrest after the war broke out in the textile 
industry, beginning with thirty-five thousand New York garment 
workers in January and spreading throughout New England and 
the mid-Atlantic states. The great majority of the strikers were 
recent immigrants, and in some places such as Lawrence, Massa
chusetts, the English-speaking employees remained at work while 
the foreigners went out. In the autumn, at the height of the Red
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Scare, the great steel strike drew together 376,000 workers, largely 
from the unorganized masses of southern and eastern Europe, de
spite the companies’ best efforts to exploit nationality cleavages.

As part of a fierce counteroffensive, employers inflamed the his
toric identification of class conflict with immigrant radicalism. In 
advertisements and interviews they confirmed impressions that the 
strikes represented alien outbreaks intended to inaugurate an ac
tual revolution.77 It is little wonder that the immigrants got rough 
treatment. Out of fear, some factories discharged all their Russian 
employees, and many others adopted a policy of refusing to hire 
them. One company advised its workers to give discontented for
eigners “a good swat on the jaw.” In Lawrence, mounted police 
with flailing clubs charged orderly meetings.

In Gary, Indiana, a vigilante of the “Loyal Legion” gave this 
report on how it maintained “law and order” during the early days 
of the steel strike:

A bunch of these foreigners, six or eight times the number of 
our posse, met us this side of the tracks, and we went into them. 
I told the men with me not to trouble too long with a man. Our 
method of work was to grab a man’s right arm with the oper
ator’s own left hand, then bring down the blackjack across the 
hand bones or wrist of the man thus caught. One rap was enough, 
and after one of those people had got that we could go on to 
the next man, as he could not make any more trouble. We have 
a nice hospital in Gary. There were thirty-five people in there 
the next day with broken wrists and hands.78

Other 1919 strikes principally involved native-born workers, 
but it was inevitable that every step in the breakdown of class 
unity should lead a public conditioned by the belligerent qualities 
of the new nationalism, and by the long anti-radical tradition, 
deeper into nativism. As early as February a general strike of sixty 
thousand old-line union men in Seattle turned the country’s fears 
of a foreign insurrection into sheer panic. That foreign agitators 
had provoked the “uprising” was axiomatic; that it marked the ac
tual beginning of a communist revolution was hardly less so. Even 
Woodrow Wilson’s staunchly liberal aide, Joe Tumulty, thought 
the Seattle strike was “the first appearance of the soviet in this 
country.” 79 Thus the wartime tendency to distinguish between
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pro-German radicals on the one hand and the rank and file of loyal 
foreigners on the other gave way to an impression that radicalism 
permeated the foreign-born population, that it flourished among 
immigrants generally and appealed to hardly anyone else. One 
journalist admitted that a few of the Bolsheviks might be native- 
born but dismissed these as tame and innocuous. “The foreign ele
ment, on the other hand, is absolutely destructive. . . .” 80 Never 
before had anti-radical nativism stirred the public mind so pro
foundly. During 1919 and the early months of 1920 no other kind 
of xenophobia even approached it in terms of vogue and impact.

On all levels of government, authorities moved to crush the Reds. 
Local police made many raids and arrests on their own initiative. 
It was not uncommon, for example, for Russian workers of suspi
cious appearance to be seized, held overnight, and then released. 
A wave of repressive legislation swept through state legislatures. 
Fourteen of them in 1919 enacted criminal syndicalism laws, fol
lowing or expanding upon the example which five states had set 
during the war. Under these laws a vigorous program of prosecu
tions for organizational membership or for opinion ensued; in a 
three-month period the state of Washington convicted eighty-six 
individuals of membership in the I.W.W., which was now regarded 
as an American appendage of the Bolsheviks.81

The federal government, however, had no similar powers to cast 
anyone into prison simply for his beliefs or associations. The Es
pionage and Sedition Acts had enabled federal officials to outdo 
the states in this respect while America was fighting Germany, but 
the authority conferred by these statutes lapsed with the end of 
hostilities. The United States government possessed only one legal 
instrument for stamping on the propaganda activities which the 
postwar radicals conducted. It could deport the foreigners who 
supposedly were causing all the trouble; or, rather, it could deport 
those who had not acquired citizenship. This limitation on federal 
power tended to accentuate the anti-foreign emphasis in the Red 
Scare, for the whole weight of the distinctively national attack on 
radicalism fell upon the immigrants.82

In 1919 the clamor of 100 per centers for applying deportation 
as a purgative rose to an hysterical howl. “Nothing will save the 
life of this free Republic if these foreign leeches are not cut and 
cast out,” said Mrs. George Thacher Guernsey, president-general
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of the Daughters of the American Revolution. Patriotic, veteran, 
and fraternal organizations demanded more vigorous federal action 
and sterner legislation. The Farmers National Congress recom
mended to the United States Justice Department: “burn a brand 
in the hide of those fellows when you deport them so that if they 
ever dare return the trade mark will tell its tale and expose them.” 
When the question arose as to where deportees could be sent, one 
Senator suggested that the North Pole would be a good place. “I 
do not care where they go, so they get out of here,” he said. At 
the annual picnic of the North Dakota Association of Southern 
California a speaker advised: “These murderous wild beasts of our 
otherwise blessed republic should be given a bottle of water and a 
pint of meal and shoved out into the ocean on a raft, when the 
wind is blowing seaward.” 83 Again, as during the war, a super
nationalist public opinion urged the federal government along the 
path of coercion.

Although deportation was acquiring new significance as a tech
nique of suppression and purification, administratively it was di
vorced from the domestic law enforcement agencies of the nation 
—a situation which from the outset hampered execution of a mass 
expulsion of alien radicals. The historic connection of deportation 
with the regulation of immigration placed jurisdiction in the hands 
of the Secretary of Labor, within whose department the Bureau 
of Immigration functioned. As a repressive agency the Department 
of Labor proved a weak and uncertain reed. On the one hand, 
the Commissioner of Immigration, Anthony Caminetti, had (de
spite his Italian parentage) the instincts of a ioo per center; it was 
he who had directed the roundup of alien Wobblies during the 
war and who had initiated action for the new deportation law of 
1918.* The Secretary of Labor, on the other hand, was a Scottish- 
born labor leader named William B. Wilson with a liberal record 
and a distrust of the doctrine of guilt by association. A rubicund, 
good-natured man, Secretary Wilson paid far more attention to 
labor problems than to immigration, and his views on deportation 
were not always clear or consistent. But before anyone could

* Caminetti, a Californian, was the first Italian-American to be elected to 
Congress. His appointment as Commissioner of Immigration in 1913 had 
taken control of the bureau out of the hands of labor leaders and was un
doubtedly an earnest of President Wilson’s desire to placate the immi
grants!



actually be sent out of the country, the Secretary had to sign a 
warrant ordering the step. Also, in cases arising under the 1918 
law which authorized deportation on grounds of organizational 
membership, he had to certify the organization as subversive. Wil
son did not regard mere I.W.W. membership as a crime against 
the nation, and he consistently refused to certify the I.W.W.84

Consequently a full-fledged deportation campaign was slow to 
develop. In February 1919, the Immigration Bureau rushed to Ellis 
Island thirty-nine of the alien Wobblies it had seized the year be
fore, hoping to expel them immediately. The press hailed the move 
with wild rejoicing as the first federal blow against radicalism—a 
grand clean-up of “bewhiskered, ranting, howling, mentally 
warped, law-defying aliens.” 85 The Secretary’s attitude, however, 
compelled the immigration authorities to furnish evidence that 
each candidate for deportation had personally advocated revolu
tion or sabotage. This was a difficult task and, together with other 
legal complications, forced the bureau to release all but a handful. 
Throughout the spring and summer the pursuit of individual aliens 
suspected of radical views continued, but only a trickle of deporta
tions resulted.86

Meanwhile public opinion was growing daily more impatient 
for action. So was the Justice Department, with its strong and es
tablished predilection for 100 per cent policies. A new Attorney 
General, A. Mitchell Palmer, took over from Gregory in March 
1919. Palmer’s bulldog jaw belied his simple, placid face. Once the 
implacable opponent of the political bosses and liquor interests in 
Pennsylvania, he approached the war against Germany with the 
same crusading belligerence. As Alien Property Custodian during 
the war, he showed his mettle in scourging the Hun and won na
tional prominence. He was an ambitious man as well: his eye rested 
lovingly on the White House.87 The failure of Palmer’s agents 
to find the perpetrators of several bombing episodes in April must 
have exasperated him considerably, and when another infernal 
machine battered the front of his own home in June, Palmer was 
ready to go with the current. He appealed to Congress for a spe
cial appropriation, telling the frightened legislators that he knew 
exactly when the Reds were planning “to rise up and destroy the 
Government at one fell swoop.” 88 The appropriation became avail
able during the summer, and with it Palmer created a new division
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of the Bureau of Investigation for the war against radicalism. In an
ticipation of a peacetime sedition law, the division proceeded to 
assemble data on all revolutionary activities; for more immediate 
action it offered its services to the Department of Labor. The 
latter agreed to the participation of Justice agents in carrying out 
a program of deportation, and inasmuch as Secretary Wilson’s 
scruples about guilt by association did not extend to- a radical or
ganization of Russian immigrants, the Union of Russian Workers, 
this was chosen as the first target.

On November 7, 1919, the second anniversary of the Bolshevik 
régime in Russia, Palmer’s men descended on Russian meeting 
places in. eleven cities and seized hundreds of members of the or
ganization. Screening for once was swift. Little more than a month 
later 249 aliens, most of them netted in the November raids, were 
on a specially chartered transport en route to Finland. From there 
they traveled overland to Russia through snows and military lines. 
Some had to leave behind in America their wives and children, at 
once destitute and ostracized.89

Palmer, by this dramatic move and by a simultaneous injunction 
crushing a national coal strike, filled a power vacuum. Woodrow 
Wilson lay helplessly ill, a broken and exhausted President, and 
the Attorney General emerged as the strong man of Washington. 
For a moment he seemed almost to be converting 100 per cent 
Americanism into a system of government.90 Certainly, with fewer 
powers than his wartime predecessor, he applied more single- 
mindedly the principle of securing conformity by calling in the 
police.

Basking in the popularity of his anti-Russian raid, Palmer now 
prepared a mightier blow. On January 2 the Department of Jus
tice, aided by local police forces in thirty-three cities, carried out 
a vast roundup of alien members of the two communist parties. 
Officers burst into homes, meeting places, and pool rooms, as often 
as not seizing everyone in sight. The victims were loaded into 
trucks, or sometimes marched through the streets handcuffed and 
chained to one another, and massed by the hundreds at concen
tration points, usually police stations. There officials tried to sep
arate out the alien members of radical organizations, releasing the 
rest or turning them over to the local police. Many remained in 
federal custody for a few hours only; some lay in crowded cells
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for several weeks without a preliminary hearing. For several days 
in Detroit eight hundred men were held incommunicado in a win
dowless corridor, sleeping on the bare stone floor, subsisting on 
food which their families brought in, and limited to the use of a 
single drinking fountain and a single toilet.91 Altogether, about 
three thousand aliens were held for deportation, almost all of them 
eastern Europeans.

The brazenness of these proceedings (executed through the clos
est cooperation between the Justice Department and the Bureau of 
Immigration) is all the more striking in view of the fact that the 
Secretary of Labor had not yet formally declared membership in 
either the Communist party or the Communist Labor party a de
portable offense. Indeed, Secretary Wilson was largely incapaci
tated by illness during the winter of 1919-20. He yielded grudg
ingly to pressure from Caminetti and Palmer in authorizing war
rants of arrest for the January raids. Once they occurred, he ac
cepted the accomplished fact and decided that membership in the 
Communist party fell under the ban of the deportation law of 
1918. The Assistant Secretary of Labor, Louis F. Post, was made 
of sterner stuff, however. In March, while final deportation action 
was still pending, Post temporarily became Acting Secretary of 
Labor and set himself athwart Palmer’s path.

Post, a seventy-one-year-old liberal with sad eyes and a schol
arly Vandyke beard, had been a crotchety reformer ever since he 
read Tom Paine as a child. He was a leading single-taxer, a Sweden- 
borgian, and a defender of academic freedom. With the ardor of 
another Voltaire he undertook a meticulous review of each of the 
cases at hand. Wherever evidence of party membership seemed 
faulty or wherever the government lacked proof that the man 
knew what he was doing when he joined the party, Post canceled 
the deportation order and freed the immigrant. When Secretary 
Wilson returned to office, he upheld Post’s policy, and by July 
2,202 prospective deportees had been set loose. Post endorsed the 
deportation of 556 others, and in time most of these went their 
exiled way,92 but the drive to purge the alien radical had suffered 
a mortal setback. Palmer fumed at Post for coddling and encour
aging Bolsheviks, and a group of 100 per cent American Congress
men tried to impeach him for disloyalty. The public hysteria, how
ever, was breaking. Before a Congressional committee, Post turned
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on his critics with a savagely brilliant defense. Instead of unani
mously excoriating him, many newspapers commended the pug
nacious old liberal for simply doing his duty.93

Actually the Big Red Scare was nearly over, Post’s personal in
tervention coinciding with much larger changes. First of all, the 
seething labor unrest of 1919, which formed the social basis of 
the anti-radical spirit, faded early in 1920. The great steel strike 
collapsed in January amid the wreckage of labor’s postwar dreams, 
and the unions passed to the defensive. The return of industrial 
peace dissipated the fear of imminent revolution. Especially among 
industrialists, many of whom had joined in the cry of alarm, the 
easing of class tensions produced a deep reaction. Now that the 
immigrant seemed docile again, his bosses recalled his economic 
value. In purely business terms, a rampant anti-radical nativism 
could cut off industry’s best source of manpower. A number of 
business leaders began actively defending the foreign-born from 
the charge of radicalism. The Inter-Racial Council, which was a 
mouthpiece for some of America’s biggest tycoons—men like 
Cleveland H. Dodge, E. G. Grace, Thomas W. Lamont, and Dan
iel Willard—came out flatly in April 1920 against the common 
association of immigrants with unrest, demanded a reform of de
portation proceedings, and urged the public to take a friendly atti
tude toward ethnic minorities. Its chairman, T. Coleman du Pont, 
asserted that native Americans created most of the industrial dis
turbances and that the immigrant’s critics were suffering from 
“sheer Red hysteria, nothing more.” The head of the National 
Founders Association took the same view. The American Consti
tutional Association, an organization of a thousand West Virginia 
business leaders formed in 1920 to defend the interests of the coal 
operators and to promote the open shop, said, “Bolshevism was 
conceived in America by Americans.” 94

Just at the moment when industrial strife was abating, the Red- 
hunters were overreaching themselves. In their zeal to repress radi
calism they were ranging farther and farther from the orbit of 
nativism. As long as anti-radicalism kept its link with nationalism 
and struck chiefly at groups on the fringes of American life, it 
awakened no significant protest. But by the early months of 1920 
the repressive spirit was beginning to threaten the heart of Amer
ican political processes. Throughout the fall Palmer had been push-
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ing hard for a peacetime sedition law which would enable him to 
punish citizens as well as aliens for their opinions and associations. 
In January such a bill passed the Senate. A number of conservative 
groups such as the American Newspaper Publishers Association 
instantly turned their fire on so general an abridgement of freedom. 
At the same time the New York legislature evicted five of its duly 
elected members simply because they were Socialists. This uncon
stitutional abrogation of the decision of an electorate seemed to 
many a danger to American political institutions and thus a very 
different matter from the simple hounding of foreigners. The Bar 
Association of the City of New York, led by Charles Evans 
Hughes, sparked a reverberating protest.95

The Attorney General’s best efforts to keep the Red Scare alive 
came to nought. In April he announced that a gigantic bomb plot 
and general strike would erupt on May Day. Nothing exploded ex
cept the jeers of Palmer’s now vociferous critics. Twelve of the 
leading jurists in the United States issued a statement declaring 
that the Justice Department’s illegal practices had stirred up more 
revolutionary sentiment than any group of radical propagandists 
could have created. A subcommittee of the Republican National 
Committee advised against further repressive measures. Congress 
did enact one more anti-radical law in June, forbidding aliens under 
pain of deportation to possess revolutionary literature; but a gen
eral sedition law ceased to be a political possibility. Although 
Palmer veered toward a more cautious course, his political pros
pects rapidly waned. In 1924 the Saturday Evening Post could 
look back with amusement at the nation’s former concern over 
radicals, dismissing it as “nothing but the last symptom of war 
fever.” 96

By then anti-radical nativism had indeed shrunk to minor signifi
cance. Nevertheless the Post was dead wrong in assuming that the 
United States had recovered from the distempers of 1915 to 1919. 
The specific fevers of war and revolution passed; but a hardy 
virus was still at work. As social conditions changed—different in 
1919 than in 1918, and altered again in 1920—they modified the 
expression of nationalism but preserved its inner spirit. Nothing 
occurred in 1920 to destroy the ongoing force of 100 per cent 
Americanism. In spy-hunting and in Red-hunting it assumed only 
the first of its evolving forms.
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Ckapi&i J\¡in&

Crusade for Americanization

“Maybe if we’d season th’ immygrants a little or cook thim 
thurly, they’d go down betther,” I says. . . . “But what 
wud ye do with th’ offscourin’ iv Europe?” says he. “I’d 
scour thim some more,” says I.

—Mr. Dooley

Nation building is to be in the future a deliberate formative 
process, not an accidental . . . arrangement.

—Frances Kellor

Until the twentieth century, native Americans had not supposed 
that national homogeneity depended, necessarily or desirably, on 
special pressures to assimilate the immigrants. Surely assimilation 
would follow readily enough from the general institutions and at
mosphere of American society, unless of course an especially vi
cious immigration appeared on the scene; and in that case America 
could restrict its entry or its influence. Thus virtually the whole 
American response to foreign minorities was contained in two gen
eral attitudes: on the one hand, rejection and withdrawal; on the 
other, a confident faith in the natural, easy melting of many peo
ples into one. When fearful of disruptive influences, the Americans 
sought to brake the incoming current or to inhibit its political 
power; otherwise they trusted in the ordinary processes of a free 
society.

In contrast, some of the multinational states of Europe had 
adopted a third approach to unity. In Russia and in Hungary, for 
example, dominant nationalities tried to force or stimulate absorp
tion of entrenched minorities. Drives to impose a unitary national
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culture by repressing minority languages, churches, and names cre
ated storms and stresses from which the United States long and 
happily escaped. Part of the difference was due to the more fluid 
character of America’s ethnic groups. In Europe most minorities 
were fixed in place and rooted in the soil of an ancient culture 
they were determined to preserve. But immigration brought the 
United States uprooted peoples who wanted to share in large de
gree in the new national life; cohesion developed without coercion. 
Equally important, nineteenth century Americans did not really 
demand a high level of national solidarity. Their country had 
achieved its own loose kind of homogeneity in the very course of 
accepting a variety of peoples and institutions. And since the 
American concept of freedom sanctioned a various and flexible 
ethnic pattern, a large measure of diversity was taken for granted.

Yet America did not forever avoid a version of the European 
experience. When neither a preventive nativism nor the natural 
health of a free society seemed sufficient to cope with disunity, a 
conscious drive to hasten the assimilative process, to heat and stir 
the melting pot, emerged. From its tiny beginnings at the end of 
the nineteenth century to its height in the First World War, the 
movement for Americanization was another indication of the 
growing urgency of the nationalist impulse. Americanization 
brought new methods for dealing with the immigrants; it signifi
cantly altered the traditions of both nativism and confidence. At 
the same time, the movement embraced the underlying spirit of 
both traditions. Within the crusade for Americanization the strug
gle between nativistic and democratic instincts persisted.

Prewar Origins

The institution, above all others, on which nineteenth century 
Americans relied to further such ethnic unity as they required was 
the common school. “Education,” declared a New York high 
school principal with characteristically American faith in that 
commodity, “will solve every problem of our national life, even 
that of assimilating our foreign element.” 1 The education to which 
he referred, however, consisted of the standard regimen applied 
to all children alike. The schools made almost no effort to single 
out the immigrants for special attention. Although a few eastern
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cities in the latter part of the century opened special night school 
classes in English, and sometimes civics, for foreigners, such pro
grams functioned on a very modest scale.2 As an organized, ar
ticulate movement, Americanization did not receive its primary 
impetus from educators. The impulse came from two civic-minded 
groups who had little in common with one another except a felt 
need for closer social unity. From different points of view both 
groups reacted to the stresses of urban, industrial conditions, which 
were forcing America’s peoples into increasing interdependence.3

The social settlements faced the problem from a humane per
spective. There a whole generation of humanitarians discovered 
how deep was the cultural gulf dividing the people of the slums 
from the rest of society. Beginning in the 1890’s, the settlements 
undertook the first practical efforts toward social integration of the 
new immigrant nationalities with the older America. Yet places 
like Hull House and the University Settlement aimed at American
ization only in the loosest sense of the term. They laid no special 
emphasis on English or civics classes. They tried to bind together 
and complete a neighborhood, not to make a nation. On the whole 
they did more to sustain the immigrant’s respect for his old cul
ture than to urge him forward into the new one. One of the great 
lessons the settlements discovered was that the normal, assimilative 
influences in America often worked too harshly. Immigrant fami
lies were divided; the children developed a brassy, swaggering 
Americanism in their yearning for acceptance. The settlements, 
therefore, sought to temper as well as improve the ordinary course 
of assimilation by providing a receptive environment for Old 
World heritages. Preaching the doctrine of immigrant gifts, Jane 
Addams and her fellow workers concentrated less on changing 
the newcomers than on offering them a home.4

A second, and closer, approach to Americanization came from 
another side of the 1890’s: not from its hopes of reform but from 
its nationalist anxieties. Since the whole Americanization move
ment reflected a demand for a more tightly knit nation, it was char
acteristic that the campaign got its essential start from the new 
patriotic hereditary societies.

Led by the Daughters of the American Revolution, several of 
these societies embarked on programs of patriotic education de
signed to indoctrinate the adult foreigner with loyalty to Amer-
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ica. In 1898 the Buffalo chapter of the D.A.R. prepared lectures 
on American history and government to be delivered in foreign 
languages to men who would soon be voting. Other chapters 
joined in the work of teaching the “spirit of true Americanism,” 
some directing their attention to immigrant children.5 The Society 
of Colonial Dames in 1904 launched a somewhat more extensive 
program, including scholarships to train experts for such patriotic 
educational work, the sponsorship of lectures and civics classes, 
and the preparation of appropriate literature. The Sons of the 
American Revolution, stirred into action by the assassination of 
President McKinley, soon outdid the ladies’ groups. By 1907 the 
S.A.R. was devoting half of its income to the job of making aliens 
into good citizens. Its main achievement was a pamphlet purveying 
to immigrants advice and information about America. A million 
copies were printed in fifteen languages and distributed by em
ployers, night schools, and other organizations, and even by the 
United States Department of Commerce and Labor, which en
dorsed the project and bore part of the printing expenses.6

Throughout their Americanizing efforts the patriotic societies 
preached a loyalty that consisted essentially of willing submissive
ness. Above all, in the words of the D.A.R., they “taught obedi
ence to law, which is the groundwork of true citizenship.” 7 The 
main object of such self-constituted champions of America was to 
combat the danger of immigrant radicalism or discontent; their 
chief motive, fear. The settlements, on the other hand, had acted 
in response to a human need, rather than a political or economic 
threat; their gentler kind of assimilation arose from sympathy, not 
from dread. One program drew support from nativistic groups and 
emotions, the other from the tolerant, cosmopolitan traditions of 
American democracy.

These were the two sides of the Americanization movement. 
The impulse of fear and the impulse of love ran throughout its 
whole course, clashing in principle though in practice sometimes 
strangely blended. One current tended to soften the movement, 
orienting it toward the welfare of the immigrant; the other steeled 
it to an imperious demand for conformity. Out of fear, the Ameri
canization movement fostered a militant nationalism, and by this 
means it eventually made its widest, most fervent appeal to the 
native-born public. But Americanization worked most successfully
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upon the immigrants through love. It was part of the paradox of 
the movement that the side which evoked the most ardent Amer
ican response produced the slightest positive results.

During the confident years at the beginning of the century, 
when ethnic fears did not cut deeply, the kind of Americanizing 
which some of the patriotic societies attempted elicited only a 
moderate interest; the general public attitude remained indifferent. 
On the other hand, the atmosphere of Progressive America en
couraged the settlement approach toward immigrants. Although 
Americanization never became a major issue in the Progressive era, 
it made most headway by enlisting the support of urban progres
sives who had an awakened social conscience and a cosmopolitan 
view of democratic tasks. Under the promptings of sympathy, 
Americanization broadened into a drive to combat neglect and 
exploitation; it merged into the pattern of reform. Significantly, 
the first appearance of the issue in national politics was in the 1912 
platform of the Progressive party. For the first time a political 
party denounced “the fatal policy of indifference and neglect 
which has left our enormous immigrant population to become the 
prey of chance and cupidity,” and proposed federal action “to pro
mote their assimilation, education and advancement.” 8

Social workers were responsible for the Progressive plank, and 
social workers played a key role in fostering ethnic integration, 
though they did not characteristically call it Americanization. 
Lillian Wald, for example, defined the task as one of “fusing these 
people who come to us from the Old World civilization into . . . 
a real brotherhood among men.” 9 A similar spirit increasingly 
permeated the Protestant Social Gospel. For liberal Protestants the 
cause had a special attraction as an essential preliminary to evan
gelization. They chided the churches for maintaining an attitude 
of snobbish aloofness toward the alien and called for an expanded 
and democratized home-missions campaign.10 Perhaps the most suc
cessful of the efforts under religious sponsorship came from the 
Young Men’s Christian Association which during those years was 
turning from missionary work to a program of social service. Un
der the direction of Peter Roberts, a trained sociologist, the “Y” 
began in 1907 to organize evening classes in English and civics for 
foreigners. Roberts developed his own system for teaching prac-

2 3 8  C R U S A D E  F OR  A M E R I C A N I Z A T I O N



deal English conversation to foreign-born adults, and by 1914 his 
volunteer instructors had some thirty thousand students.11

To Roberts, as to many of the humanitarian Americanizers, the 
immigrant seemed a blessing if redeemed and uplifted but a danger 
if left alone. A call to preserve American ideals was fairly com
monly interwoven into pleas for service to mankind.12 In fact, the 
individual who emerged in the last years of the Progressive era as 
the presiding genius of the still amorphous movement for Ameri
canization combined to a unique degree the reformer’s passion for 
social improvement with the nationalist’s insistence on a single 
loyalty. Frances A. Kellor, half reformer, half nationalist, repre
sented both sides of the Americanization movement. She gave it as 
much central direction as it was ever to receive, and through it she 
made her main contribution to American history.

A crisp, authoritative young lady with an instinct for order and 
organization, Frances Kellor took a law degree at Cornell before 
turning to sociology and social work at the University of Chicago 
and the New York Summer School of Philanthropy. At the turn 
of the century she plunged into the teeming tenements of New 
York as a fellow of the College Settlement. In 1904 she wrote Out 
of Work, a muckraking investigation of employment agencies ex
posing especially their victimization of women and immigrants. 
Employed thereafter by the Inter-Municipal Research Committee, 
Miss Kellor kept prying into the facts of urban social problems, 
drafting remedial legislation, and lobbying for its passage. More 
and more, the outcast state of the immigrant outraged her sense 
of justice.

By 1906 she had won the ear of Theodore Roosevelt, who was 
learning to value her advice on immigration laws.13 For her part, 
Miss Kellor’s devotion to Roosevelt’s leadership grew with the 
years; in 1912 she became head of the Progressive party’s research 
and publicity department. Also, her ideas increasingly reflected a 
Rooseveltian “New Nationalism.” Always an apostle of industrial 
efficiency, she abhorred the chaos and waste of laissez faire. 
Through social research and national planning she hoped to or
ganize and emancipate America’s human resources, to rationalize 
opportunity, and to build a more unified nation. In one breath she 
preached social welfare and national discipline.14

Frances Kellor’s direct involvement in Americanization began in
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1908 when Governor Charles Evans Hughes, prompted by Lillian 
Wald, appointed the New York Commission on Immigration to 
inquire into the condition of aliens in the state. As secretary of the 
commission, Miss Kellor spent months visiting slums and vermin- 
infested labor camps, studying immigrant education and taking 
testimony on the exploitation of foreigners by employers and by 
their own fellow countrymen. The result was the first thorough, 
official state investigation of alien living conditions. It led to the 
establishment of a permanent state Bureau of Industries and Immi
gration under the direction of Miss Kellor. This agency super
vised the newcomers’ reception and distribution by hearing their 
complaints, preventing fraud, disseminating advice, and conducting 
continuing investigations. In time, the bureau’s studies engendered 
further protective legislation regulating immigrant lodging houses, 
bankers, and steamship agents.15

Miss Kellor’s work as a public servant (she was said to be the 
first woman to head a state bureau) by no means exhausted her 
restless determination to force justice and order upon American 
ethnic relations. Like any American with a cause, she needed an 
organization. It happened that one was at hand. In 1908 a group 
of public-spirited New England businessmen had launched in Bos
ton the North American Civic League for Immigrants. Its founders, 
though not unmoved by sympathy, were chiefly concerned with 
protecting the status quo from the menace of ignorant, incendiary 
foreigners without resorting to immigration restriction. The league, 
therefore, combined aid with propaganda; it hired agents who ad
vised new arrivals about jobs, housing, and transportation, and it 
sponsored widely publicized patriotic lectures in foreign languages 
in the evening schools. Miss Kellor, supported by a group of 
wealthy New Yorkers, organized a New York branch of the 
North American Civic League in December 1909.

But the branch and its parent soon parted ways. The New 
Yorkers developed a much broader, more imaginative program 
under Miss Kellor’s direction. They employed all sorts of in
genious devices to stimulate education for immigrants and, most 
important, exerted constant pressure on the mid-Atlantic states for 
protective legislation.16 While the New York effort followed a 
liberal direction, emphasizing state-supported social welfare, the 
parent league became increasingly reactionary. After the Lawrence
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textile strike of 1912, the Boston group, subsidized by New Eng
land industrialists, concentrated on sending agents into foreign 
communities to act as industrial spies and leaders of anti-strike 
movements. Early in 1914, therefore, the New Yorkers broke away 
completely to form the Committee for Immigrants in America, 
with Frances Kellor as vice-chairman and guiding spirit.17

Meanwhile the kind of governmental action which New York 
state had pioneered, and which the Kellor group did much to en
courage elsewhere, was spreading. Pennsylvania, New Jersey, 
Massachusetts, Rhode Island, and California undertook investiga
tions into immigrant life on the model of the original New York 
inquiry, and some of those states followed through with permanent 
agencies. The most vigorous action came from California, whose 
Commission on Immigration and Housing was directed by Simon 
Lubin. The commission began work by exposing the dreadful liv
ing conditions underlying the Wheatland hop fields riot of 1913; 
in time its recommendations led to public regulation of labor 
camps, a unique program of home teachers in foreign districts, and 
the most complete tenement and lodging house laws in the coun
try.18 At the same time the larger American cities were expanding 
their evening school classes in English for immigrants; by 1915 
Chicago had 13 per cent of its total non-English-speaking popu
lation enrolled in school.19 In all these ways the progressive con
science was reaching new dimensions.

Nevertheless, these uncoordinated local, state, and voluntary ef
forts left Frances Kellor unsatisfied. The New Nationalist within 
her clamored for centralized, federal action; Americanization 
was floundering “without a national goal or consciousness.” Her 
new Committee for Immigrants in America set itself up, therefore, 
as a central clearinghouse to aid, advise, and unify all public and 
private agencies interested in the problem throughout the country. 
It sought both “a national policy . . .  to make of all these people 
one nation” and a federal bureau to lead the way. At the moment 
the best Miss Kellor could get from the federal government was 
the enthusiastic interest of the Bureau of Education, which had 
little power and scant appropriations. Nothing daunted, the Com
mittee for Immigrants persuaded its own well-to-do backers— 
people like Frank Trumbull, the railroad president, Felix War
burg, the banker, and Mrs. E. H. Harriman—to put up the money
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for establishing a Division of Immigrant Education within the Bu
reau of Education. The committee then provided this new unit 
with a staff of workers who proceeded to publicize the need for 
educational Americanization. Throughout its five-year life, the 
Division of Immigrant Education remained the subsidized creature 
of Miss Kellor’s private pressure group.20

100 F er Cent Americanized

Molded by the social conscience and the growing national as
pirations of the Progressive era the Americanization movement took 
definite form. It developed a broad program and a vigorous lead
ership. In a small way it was undoubtedly beginning to have 
some effect on the immigrants. What it lacked chiefly was fol
lowers. It failed signally to awaken a mass response in the Ameri
can people. Then the war transformed it. In a few months Ameri
canization blossomed into a great popular crusade. And as it swelled 
on the waves of wartime sentiment, the character of the move
ment subtly but profoundly changed.

“With startling suddenness,” wrote one authority in 1916, “the 
effects flowing out of the war have brought to public attention 
aspects of immigration that heretofore have been regarded with 
unruffled complacency. It has consciously become all of a sudden 
of the very greatest importance to us as a nation that the immi
grants whom we have welcomed into our society . . . should 
be an integral part of that society and not foreign to it. We have 
found that our forces for assimilating this foreign element have 
not been working. . . . We have suddenly been made to realize 
that . . . many of these . . .  are not strangers to the hand that 
stabs in the dark or the lips that betray with a kiss.” 21 Spurred 
by fear of the hyphen, the drive for national solidarity, the deepest 
force underlying Americanization, now reached far beyond its 
earlier demands.

Americanization pushed dramatically into the public eye in the 
spring and summer of 1915. The United States Bureau of Naturali
zation, set up in 1906 to supervise and standardize the admission 
of aliens to citizenship, had already begun before the European 
war to consider ways to encourage civic education for aspiring 
citizens and to make naturalization ceremonies more impressive.
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As a publicity device the bureau persuaded the city fathers of 
Philadelphia to hold a great public reception for thousands of 
newly naturalized citizens on May 10, 1915. President Wilson 
came to the city of brotherly love for the occasion and delivered 
an important neutrality speech containing one of his noblest affir
mations of the cosmopolitan sources of American nationality.

The event caused so much interest that the Committee for Im
migrants in America eagerly seized upon the idea. It established 
an auxiliary, the National Americanization Day Committee, which 
organized similar receptions throughout the country on the Fourth 
of July, designating that holiday “Americanization Day.” In a 
whirlwind campaign, Frances Kellor and her associates enlisted the 
cooperation of mayors, school authorities, churches, and civic 
groups, prepared data for speakers, and distributed suggested pro
grams, buttons, and posters. When the Fourth arrived, 107 cities 
celebrated it as Americanization Day, and the country resounded 
with the committee’s slogan, “Many Peoples, But One Nation.” 22

The tone was still liberal, and the emphasis still rested on social 
welfare; but the impulse behind the new interest in Americaniza
tion was fear of divided loyalties. The popular support which the 
movement had never had as a reform, now, with the waning of 
progressivism, poured out of an apprehensive nationalism. In this 
climate of opinion the leadership of the movement underwent a 
similar reorientation. The National Americanization Day Com
mittee dropped the “Day” out of its title, largely absorbed the 
functions of the Committee for Immigrants in America, and con
tinued the latter’s role as the brain trust of Americanization. Still 
led by Frances Kellor, the group never entirely abandoned a hu
manitarian sympathy for the alien, but after the summer of 1915 
it shifted its emphasis to a program of stimulating naturalization, 
breaking the immigrant’s ties with the Old World, and teaching 
him an American culture. The earlier social objectives faded into 
the background. Loyalty was contrasted with “dual citizenship.” 
The slogan “Many Peoples, But One Nation” gave way to a new 
one, “America First.” Also, the National Americanization Com
mittee deliberately tried to link its own objectives to the more 
powerful preparedness movement by interpreting Americaniza
tion as the civilian side of national defense. Miss Kellor appeared 
before thé National Security League to warn of the internal peril



from foreign influences. In the same year, 1916, her most breath
less book, Straight America, pleaded for military preparedness, in
dustrial mobilization, universal service, and Americanization as 
coessential to a more vital nationalism.23

The Americanizers were now gaining fresh recruits daily. The 
General Federation of Women’s Clubs put its maternal shoulder 
to the wheel; the D.A.R. girded itself for more strenuous efforts; 
fraternal organizations saw an opportunity for patriotic service; 
educators, under pressure both from the Bureau of Naturalization 
and the Bureau of Education, revised their teaching methods and 
expanded their classes.

Significant support came from business organizations. In addi
tion to patriotic motives and the desire to forestall unrest, many 
businessmen had good economic reasons to encourage Americani
zation. Just when a flood of Allied purchase orders turned the de
pression of 1914 into a rousing boom, the war cut off industry’s 
supply of new manpower. For the first time since the Civil War 
the American economy was hurtling into flush times with no fresh 
stream of immigrant labor on which to draw. Confronted with 
the novel problem of labor conservation, many an employer saw 
in Americanization a means of increasing the efficiency, coopera
tion, and output of his present workers.

The Detroit Board of Commerce showed the way in 1915 with 
a massive civic campaign to get non-English-speaking foreigners 
into the night schools. Henry Ford, who was just then launching a 
spectacular experiment in welfare capitalism, set up his own Ford 
English School and compelled his foreign employees to attend it 
before and after work two days a week. Both the National Asso
ciation of Manufacturers and the United States Chamber of Com
merce then commended Americanization to their members. The 
chamber, which was led by some of the same people who were 
active in the National Americanization Committee, entered jointly 
with the latter into a general campaign for business support. (The 
ubiquitous Frances Kellor emerged as assistant to the chairman 
of the Immigration Committee of the Chamber of Commerce.) As 
a result, a good many businessmen inaugurated factory classes, 
distributed civics lessons in pay envelopes, and even subsidized 
public evening schools. A substantial segment of employers re
garded these operations as quixotic, but those who did participate
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in them commonly thought that Americanization paid dividends in 
productivity and morale.24

America’s entry into the war keyed up the whole agitation 
which had been developing over the preceding two years to a more 
intense and frantic pitch. Since victory itself might depend on the 
loyalty of the vast foreign population, a note of urgency and a 
plea for haste sharpened the entreaties for national solidarity. Fur
thermore, the crusade provided an outlet for civilian America’s 
tremendous hunger to “do something” to help win the war. In a 
global encounter which touched off the most strenuous appeals 
for “service,” Americanization took its place along with Liberty 
bond campaigns, food conservation. Red Cross work, the detec
tion of disloyalty, and a dozen other voluntary drives as a way of 
enlisting on the home front. In some ways, Americanizing the alien 
was perhaps more satisfying than merely spying upon him because 
success seemed to depend on the same type of moral exhortation 
which sustained so much of the war effort. To a nation charged 
with evangelical impulses, Americanization was a mission of re
demption; to a country of salesmen, it offered an adventure in high 
pressure salesmanship.

The movement had now grown too large and chaotic to con
form to any central leadership. Although the National Ameri
canization Committee kept issuing directives and recommendations 
and continued to exert much influence, enthusiasm overflowed 
the bounds of all authority or direction. Thousands of agencies 
were in some measure engaged: schools, churches, fraternal orders, 
patriotic societies, civic organizations, chambers of commerce, 
philanthropies, railroads, and industries, and—to a limited degree- 
trade unions. There was much duplication, overlapping, and paw
ing of the air. Many harassed their local school superintendents; 
others deluged the foreign-born with patriotic leaflets. Now that 
the preparedness movement was past, the National Security League 
and the American Defense Society developed a program of war 
propaganda which included public meetings in immigrant neigh
borhoods. Other groups dispatched speakers to instruct their fel
low citizens on the duty “to go among our alien residents and to 
see that they understand the desirability of becoming citizens 
[and appreciate] the debt they owe to the country which is pro-
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tecting them.” 25 Among women’s clubs there spread the practice 
of paying friendly, Americanizing visits to immigrant homes.

On one such occasion, according to a story current in Washing
ton at the time, a group of Americanizing ladies was met by a Bohe
mian tenement dweller with the plea that they wait and come back 
next week. “What!” they protested. “You mean that you . . . 
want to put off your entrance into American life? ”

“No, no!” the agitated Bohemian woman replied. “We’re per
fectly willing to be Americanized. Why, we never turn any of 
them away. But there’s nobody home but me. The boys volun
teered, my man’s working on munitions, and all the rest are out 
selling Liberty bonds. I don’t want you to get mad, but cavût you 
come back next week?” 26

The confusion was multiplied and exacerbated by competition 
between several federal agencies for primacy in the movement. 
The Bureau of Education, backed by continuing subsidies from 
the National Americanization Committee, worked very hard not 
only to foster immigrant education but also to mobilize all the 
forces interested in Americanization. The bureau, and its alter ego, 
the N.A.C., did manage in some degree to dominate the Ameri
canization work which sprang up through the loose machinery of 
the Council of National Defense. The latter, acting on the recom
mendations of the N.A.C., urged the various state councils of de
fense to support the program of the Bureau of Education. In line 
with this objective, the state councils proceeded to create further 
machinery to “coordinate” the work of local, voluntary agencies; 
but little uniformity resulted. All this aroused the jealousy of the 
Bureau of Naturalization, which was pushing its own narrower 
program of citizenship classes in the public evening schools. The 
Bureau of Naturalization got the National Council of Defense to 
endorse its campaign too and then lobbied for legislative authority 
to absorb control over all federal aspects of Americanization.

At this point, in the spring of 1918, the Bureau of Education 
advanced suddenly into new terrain. The N.A.C. turned over its 
entire New York office and office force to the Bureau of Educa
tion. There Frances Kellor developed for the bureau a network 
of direct contacts with immigrant groups through foreign-lan
guage propaganda and through conferences with representatives 
of the several nationalities. Thus the bureau passed beyond the
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practice of coaching Americans in Americanization and began to 
work on the immigrants themselves.

But meanwhile the Committee on Public Information, the new 
federal agency for psychological warfare, was doing exactly the 
same thing quite independently. Through another social worker, 
Josephine Roche, the C.P.I. proved remarkably successful in di
recting advice and patriotic propaganda at more than a score of 
immigrant nationalities and giving them a sense of participation 
in the nation’s cause.27

The organizational confusion in wartime Americanization was 
one mark of the feverish spirit which the movement now dis
played; another was its prevailing ideology. The war carried much 
further the shift from sympathy to fear, from cosmopolitan democ
racy to jealous nationalism, which had displayed itself in the pre
paredness period. In large measure the Americanizers were swept 
up in the current of 100 per cent Americanism. Most of them 
gave themselves over to more or less the whole range of 100 per 
cent ideas: the insistence on a conformist loyalty intolerant of any 
values not functional to it; the demand for a high sense of duty 
toward the nation; the faith in a drumfire of exhortation and propa
ganda to accomplish desired social objectives; and the ultimate 
reliance on coercion and punishment. In short, by threat and 
rhetoric 100 per cent Americanizers opened a frontal assault on 
foreign influence in American life. They set about to stampede 
immigrants into citizenship, into adoption of the English language, 
and into an unquestioning reverence for existing American insti
tutions. They bade them abandon entirely their Old World loy
alties, customs, and memories. They used high-pressure, steam
roller tactics. They cajoled and they commanded.

The drillmasters of Americanization made an appearance as 
early as the preparedness period. General Leonard Wood, one of 
the leading advocates of preparedness, suggested that universal 
military service would itself offer the best means of making un
assimilated groups “understand that they are Americans.” 28 There 
was some talk of applying economic compulsions to naturalization 
by giving job preferences to citizens, and Henry Ford’s compul
sory English School represented a pioneering attempt to apply the 
100 per cent philosophy to education. The first thing that foreign
speaking employees learned in the Ford school was how to say,
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‘‘I am a good American.” Later the students acted out a panto
mime which admirably symbolized the spirit of the enterprise. In 
this performance a great melting pot (labeled as such) occupied 
the middle of the stage. A long column of immigrant students 
descended into the pot from backstage, clad in outlandish garb and 
flaunting signs proclaiming their fatherlands. Simultaneously from 
either side of the pot another stream of men emerged, each pros
perously dressed in identical suits of clothes and each carrying a 
little American flag.29

With America’s entry into the war, of course, 100 per cent 
Americanization picked up momentum. Various official and semi
official agencies foisted patriotic articles on foreign-language 
newspapers. Schoolteachers in New York City made use of the 
immigrants’ children to circulate loyalty pledges for the signature 
of their parents. The Cincinnati City Council closed down pool- 
rooms operated by aliens, on the theory that such establishments 
kept foreigners apart from American influences. The Governor of 
Iowa issued a proclamation banning any language except English 
in all schools, church services, conversations in public places or 
over the telephone.30 Congress struck its hardest blow in the Reve
nue Act of 1918, which imposed on “non-resident” aliens an in
come tax rate twice as heavy as that for citizens and “resident” 
aliens. The definition of a “non-resident” alien was never entirely 
clear, but the act had the effect of driving thousands of foreign 
workers to declare their intention to become citizens.

Meanwhile private individuals and groups often exerted sterner 
pressures. Although few industrialists could afford to fire their 
unnaturalized employees, many adopted and publicized a compro
mise policy of promoting only citizens or those in process of be
coming citizens; scores of manufacturers in Chicago posted such an 
announcement in their plants.31 A more extreme threat was that of 
deportation, the ultimate sanction of the 100 per center. What 
better fate, indeed, did anyone who resisted assimilation deserve? 
Accordingly a bill to deport all aliens who would not apply for 
citizenship within three months was introduced in Congress in 
1916, and during the war the idea of expulsion as an alternative 
to assimilation was frequently discussed, though it could not yet 
be implemented.32

Nothing better illustrated the drift of wartime Americanization
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than the views of Frances Kellor and her National Americanization 
Committee, still the chief claimants for leadership of the move
ment. Already pulled part way from its original course by the 
anxious militancy of the preparedness period, the committee in 
1917 embraced much of the 100 per cent philosophy. So far had 
Miss Kellor and her wealthy associates swung from their early 
emphasis on reform that now they stressed the protection of the 
economic status quo. As a New Nationalist, Miss Kellor had al
ways stood for rationalizing the business system instead of attack
ing it. Since her interest in efficiency and discipline never flagged, 
she slipped easily from the concepts of the welfare state to those 
of welfare capitalism once wartime apprehensions muted progres
sive aspirations.

Above all, the N.A.C. now urged the suppression of unrest and 
disloyalty, the elimination of conditions under which “anti-Ameri
can” influences flourished, and the dissolution of minority cultures. 
To prevent strikes or other disaffection, the committee recom
mended a constant surveillance of aliens by means of a semiannual 
registration of the whole population. It established a Man-Power 
Engineering Service which advised employers how and where to 
use alien enemies in their plants and how to guard against sabotage. 
(“Let us insist frankly,” the committee warned, “that a man born 
on another soil has to prove himself for America.”) It demanded 
internment wherever proof of “anti-American sympathy” existed. 
(“There is no use temporizing.”) And it proposed requiring all 
aliens to learn English and apply for citizenship within three years, 
or face deportation.33 A note of sympathy remained, strangely 
blended with the sense of menace: the committee still criticized 
social discriminations and barbaric working conditions. But against 
an ounce of accommodation it balanced a pound of coercion.

Although 100 per cent Americanization constituted a major 
break from the old, easygoing confidence in assimilation, in com
parison to similar movements in other countries it was mild indeed. 
Aside from the discriminatory tax law of 1918, the federal gov
ernment and almost all of the state governments confined them
selves to moral suasion in aiding Americanization; they did not, 
with the rarest exceptions, resort to force. All of the more extreme 
proposals of private zealots remained unrealized: deportation, a 
time limit on naturalization and adoption of the English language,
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suppression of the foreign-language press, mass internments, the 
denial of industrial employment to aliens. In part, this comparative 
restraint reflected the pressure of a democratic heritage; in part, 
however, it was due to the limits which the war itself imposed 
on 100 per cent Americanism. The need for immediate national 
unity was too pressing to permit a thorough indulgence in tactics 
which would surely breed wide resentment among aliens, thus 
intensifying their alienage. Too violent an assault on the immi
grant would defeat the aim of speedily transforming him.

Nor were the inhibitions which the war laid upon wartime na
tionalism merely negative and expediential. Through military serv
ice and through countless voluntary community projects, the peo
ples of America drew together into a closer union than any they 
had known before. In dedication to a common cause, they found a 
good deal of the unity for which they sought. The cohesive sym
pathies of 1917 and 1918 certainly did not satiate the craving for 
conformity; but who can doubt that the fund of good will which 
most minorities enjoyed during those years softened the blows that 
fell upon them?

2 5 0  C R U S A D E  F O R  A M E R I C A N I Z A T I O N

The International Nationalists

The forces that restrained the mailed fist of the 100 per center 
upheld the beckoning hand of the humanitarian; what checked one 
released the other. Although wartime fears diverted Americaniza
tion from predominantly liberal channels, the sunny side of the 
war spirit lent a certain encouragement to the liberal approach. 
The strategy born in the social settlements, though no longer the 
controlling strategy, got wide support from the fraternal idealism 
of a common cause. Americanization still pulled two ways.

Liberal Americanization did not pass from peace to war entirely 
unchanged. An early zeal for reforming the immigrant’s environ
ment had to give place, like all programs of social reconstruction, 
to the immediate exigencies of victory. Furthermore the demo
cratic, cosmopolitan school shared a heightened national conscious
ness. By taking seriously the importance of national integration as 
well as human integration, the liberals entered more fully into a 
nationalist mood; they talked less about reform and more about 
America. Their Americanism, however, contained the same hu-



mane values that had been central to their reformism. They re
mained the keepers of the cosmopolitan traditions of American 
democracy.

In contrast to the high-pressure salesmen of Americanization, 
this group pleaded for appreciation of the immigrants’ cultural 
heritages. The concept of “immigrant gifts,” which the settlement 
founders had first preached to the immigrants themselves, served 
to define an ideal of nationality which could be set against 100 per 
cent theories. The latter, according to the liberal view, would 
deprive the nation of sources of strength and enrichment. One 
ideal called on America to enlarge its national character by ac
cepting contributions, the other to protect that character by a 
quarantine on infections. One pictured the nation as great in the 
universal range of its ties and sympathies, the other as great in the 
purity of its separateness. One looked toward the future growth of 
a still unfinished nationality; the other looked back to the past 
perfection of a completed pattern.

During the war, as before, liberal Americanization drew its main 
support from social workers, from liberal clergymen, and from 
educators and intellectuals alert to the social implications of democ
racy. In terms as vague in their own way as those of the 100 per 
centers, a school superintendent appealed for a policy of Ameri
canization which “welcomes the best of the culture, the arts, and 
the crafts of the Old World, that . . . we may be enriched with 
this spiritual inheritance”; Professor John Erskine deplored the 
tendency of Americans to impoverish their national character by 
too readily abandoning their various pasts; and John Dewey, a 
philosopher whose own sense of democracy had broadened through 
association with Jane Addams at Hull House, pleaded for “a unity 
created by drawing out and composing into a harmonious whole 
the best, the most characteristic, which each contributing race and 
people has to offer.” 34

These cosmopolitan views received a special stimulus from the 
idealistic internationalism that swept through the ranks of liberal 
intellectuals as the United States joined battle with Germany. 
Pacific and largely isolationist before the war, most of them em
braced Woodrow Wilson’s interpretation of American interven
tion as an altruistic dedication of the nation to the cause of man
kind. Repudiating isolation as a myth in an interdependent world,
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they now insisted that America’s universal ideals could be realized 
only through participation in the world community. Linking na
tionalism explicitly with internationalism, they argued that ‘‘the 
measure of national greatness is to be found in international serv
ice.” 35 In a sense, the Wilsonian liberals applied the cosmopolitan 
attitudes they had shown toward the immigrants to the society 
of nations. Consequently they regarded liberal Americanization 
as the domestic equivalent of a federated world, and they believed 
the United States uniquely qualified to realize both goals. Some 
thought that the two endeavors depended upon each other.36 
Woodrow Wilson himself struck this note. He liked to argue that 
America’s cosmopolitan nationality gave her a consciousness of 
touching elbows and hearts with all men everywhere and set for 
her a special vocation of world leadership. But Wilson’s feeling 
for the immigrants was too abstract, too little a flesh-and-blood 
awareness of people in travail, to remain consistent. When immi
grants seemed stubbornly unimpressed by America’s mission to 
gird for war or to join the League of Nations, Wilson lashed out 
at them fiercely. “Hyphens are the knives that are being stuck into 
this document,” he often charged in defending the Versailles 
Treaty.37

Insubstantial and prettily unreal as the cosmopolitan outlook often 
was, it did control the policies followed by some Americanizing 
agencies, thereby serving as an operative check on ioo per cent 
tendencies. The Delaware Service Citizens, for example, organized 
evening classes at which twenty-one nationalities sang their own 
songs and danced their native dances in native costumes. In Spring- 
field, Illinois, a “Gifts of the Nations” class gave immigrants an 
opportunity to tell others about their homelands. The city of 
Cleveland, guided by Professor Raymond Moley of Western Re
serve University, adopted one of the broadest of such programs, 
but when it tried to bring foreign and old-stock groups together 
in a common theater project, it found that good intentions and an 
appreciation of cultural gifts did not, alas, make people mingle.38 
Among federal agencies the liberal approach was most consistently 
applied by the Committee on Public Information. By emphasizing 
the Wilsonian war aim of national self-determination, the commit
tee encouraged immigrant nationalities to associate the “best inter
ests” of their homelands with the American cause; and on July
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4, 1918, the C.P.I. organized throughout the United States gigantic 
demonstrations at which immigrants paraded their “gifts” and af
firmed their loyalty.89

Whatever effectiveness these devices may have had during the 
war was soon lost when hostilities ended. The vitality of lib
eral Americanization depended very much on the high degree of 
actual national unity that existed during the war period. Once the 
centripetal pull of the war effort ceased, that sense of dedication 
to a common national purpose broke down. Among native-born 
liberals, Americanization, understood as a conscious fostering of 
nationalism, no longer seemed important after the war. Instead of 
identifying themselves with the nation, liberal intellectuals felt an 
increasing alienation from it as reaction followed victory. Instead 
of clinging to an idealistic, cosmopolitan nationalism, many of them 
in bitterness and disillusion repudiated all nationalisms, voluntary 
or coercive, international or parochial. Insofar as they still inter
ested themselves in the immigrant’s assimilation, they now thought 
of it on the whole as a social and economic problem which would 
pretty largely take care of itself under conditions of social and 
economic justice. The contributions theory formed the point of de
parture, for example, for an ambitious project of cooperative re
search into methods of Americanization which the Carnegie Cor
poration of New York initiated in the spring of 1918; but the 
volumes that finally came out of this inquiry in the early twenties 
said little or nothing about immigrant gifts. Instead, they analyzed 
the difficulties which immigrants faced in the United States in 
realistic, sociological terms. And in a book which presumed to 
speak for the postwar liberal mind, Frederic Howe, who had 
played an active part in Americanization in its early, progressive 
phase, now dismissed the problem of the alien as essentially a prob
lem of reestablishing economic democracy.40

The decline of a spirit of national unity after the war weakened 
the sympathetic school of Americanization in another way too. 
The same sense of solidarity that had enlivened the interest of 
native liberals in patriotic causes had also helped to make the im
migrants receptive to the movement as long as the war lasted. 
Liberal Americanizers, because they relied on voluntary incentives, 
very much needed evidence that the alien was well disposed and 
responsive to their appeal. During the war the immigrants reacted
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favorably or at least acquiescently to the advances of their men
tors. They marched in parades, trooped to class, endured the patron
izing attitude that sometimes accompanied liberal Americaniza
tion, and dared not protest against the lash of the ioo per centers. 
Once the crisis ended, however, a long-suppressed resentment 
burst loose. In recoiling from threats and pressures, the more artic
ulate immigrant leaders often denounced anything that went by 
the name of Americanization. You threaten to outlaw our speech 
and memories, they said in effect, and at the same time coax us to 
deck ourselves out like exhibits in a circus and entertain you with 
our quaint dialects. An Italian editor summed it up bluntly. “Amer
icanization,” he wrote, “is an ugly word.” 41

The minority revolt against Americanization, a revolt accen
tuated by all of the other manifestations of ioo per cent Ameri
canism, hurled large blocs of immigrants into compensatory chau
vinisms of their own. Like the pan-African ferment among Ameri
can Negroes, Zionism became a mighty force in American Jewish 
life, and among other European minorities nationalist organizations 
multiplied, each asserting its own defiant group consciousness.42 
Thus while old-stock liberals were turning anti-nationalist, immi
grants were to an unprecedented degree trying to build their own 
separate nationalisms. Both began to look upon any effort at stimu
lating American national unity with distrust or even scorn. The 
cosmopolitan ideal of American nationality as a harmonious fusion 
of immigrant gifts lived on, to be sure, but not as a significant 
force. Stripped of most of its functional importance and partially 
discredited by a more realistic sociology, the gifts idea lingered 
in story and sentiment. It survived as a genteel tradition.

Meanwhile the decline of the cosmopolitan school of Americani
zation after the war left the ioo per centers very largely in pos
session of the field. Undaunted by the immigrants’ increasing 
antagonism, they moved grimly into the breach.

Last Phase: Antidote to Bolshevism

In 1919 and 1920 the crusade for Americanization entered a 
final convulsive phase. Much creditable work continued to be done, 
with humanity and understanding, in teaching English to for
eigners, especially through the development during and after the
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war of college courses which trained teachers specifically for such 
work.43 But as a general movement Americanization now took on 
its most frightened and feverish aspect. Swept into the postwar 
era by an unspent longing for national unity, Americanization 
cast off some of the restraints imposed by wartime conditions and 
responded aggressively to the social schisms which opened as those 
restraints dissolved. The context within which the movement now 
functioned was the Big Red Scare. Americanization served, in fact, 
as the positive side of the ioo per cent program during the Red 
Scare, while anti-radical nativism formed the negative side. Through 
repression and deportation on the one hand and speedy total as
similation on the other, ioo per centers hoped to eradicate discon
tent and purify the nation.

The strategy of their campaign was little changed; it was simply 
more fully articulated. The war had taught them the power of 
propaganda and had suggested also the supplementary value of 
governmental coercion. They were prepared to indulge in the one 
fully and to employ the other with less hesitation. It seemed only 
fair and sensible to put every ounce of pressure possible behind 
Americanization in order to salvage the merely ignorant aliens and 
separate them from the vicious ones. The country could then, 
with a clear conscience, expel those who remained resistant.44 
The degree to which the patrioteers of 1919-1920 relied on Amer
icanization as a weapon against unrest is indicated by the fact that 
New York state’s Committee on Seditious Activities (the famous 
Lusk Committee that hounded liberals and radicals alike) devoted 
almost half of its 4,500-page report to Americanization. Similarly 
a United States Senate committee investigating the great steel strike 
of 1919 urgently prescribed Americanization as a means of pre
venting such conflicts-in the future.45

In the vanguard now, sounding their alarms and rallying their 
hosts, were the patriotic societies. Two especially, both products 
of the war, clutched for leadership. The National Security League, 
the most powerful of the preparedness societies, had broadened its 
scope during the war to include Americanization in a general cam
paign of nationalistic agitation. In December 1918, it shifted gears, 
moving into a country-wide drive against Bolshevism; and Ameri
canization leaped to the top of its agenda. “The battle to make the 
country safe is not won,” it announced. “The enemy but wears a
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different guise.” 46 The league, which was led by a group of excited 
corporation directors, was strictly a propaganda organization; it 
had great faith in the power of organized patriotism to uphold the 
economic status quo. Counting on deportation to take care of the 
“irreconcilable radicals,” the league concentrated on preaching the 
ioo per cent ideal of patriotic docility to “the great mass, not yet 
hopeless, of aliens . . . neither speaking nor thinking American.” 
Accordingly it formed a “Flying Squadron” of hundreds of speak
ers, who invaded the foreign quarters “to contradict the lies of 
agitators to ignorant aliens.” It circularized employers to organize 
patriotic meetings in their factories; it set up a program to train 
teachers for Americanization work; and it vainly sought permis
sion from the federal government to undertake the semiofficial 
role of investigating all applicants for citizenship.47

The American Legion, in its early years the supreme embodi
ment of the ioo per cent philosophy, leaned more toward the 
nativist side of the Red Scare and favored repressive tactics more 
than did the league. But the legion by no means neglected Ameri
canization. At its first national convention in 1919 it established a 
National Americanism Commission with the particular task of 
stepping up the tempo of Americanization work in the schools and 
inciting them to a more vigorous inculcation of the legion’s philos
ophy. Declaring that radicalism came mostly from the “non-Ameri
can speaking population,” the veterans also put pressure on Con
gress to require all aliens to learn “the American language.” This 
done, the legion was sure that in the next generation foreign colo
nies would disappear and American ideals of government become 
secure.48 Other patriotic societies, both old and new, took much 
the same view. In the Pacific Northwest the Constitutional Gov
ernment League combined Americanization and anti-strike propa
ganda. In Chicago the United Americans enrolled 150 speakers, 
who kept track of radical meetings and sent a rival orator to the 
nearest corner whenever a meeting was held. The Daughters of the 
American Revolution issued in some fifteen languages a manual for 
immigrants, advising them to distinguish between liberty and li
cense, learn the American way of living, revere the Constitution, 
save their earnings and pay their taxes, and refrain from dropping 
papers and rubbish in the streets.49

Industrialists too remained active in Americanization after the
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war, and though some of them gave way to hysteria, a substantial 
number avoided the extremities of the ioo per cent approach. They 
shared, to be sure, the anxious fear of Bolshevism, the reliance on 
patriotism to counteract it, and the association of loyalty with con
formity. But as employers of immigrant labor, many of the big 
industrialists knew that it was to their own self-interest to deal 
gently with men already resentful at being pushed around; and 
as converts to “welfare capitalism” an increasing group of business 
leaders felt an obligation to cultivate the good will of their workers, 
both native and foreign. Consequently they shied away from tac
tics too overtly coercive, recommending a humane and kindly ap
proach rather than an overzealous arrogance. “Imagine yourself 
adrift in a foreign-speaking land,” declared the organ of the West 
Virginia coal operators; other manufacturers vaguely endorsed the 
golden rule.50 On the whole those employers of foreign-born labor 
who took a serious interest in Americanization tried to practice it 
with a certain humanity; they tried to implement a set of ioo per 
cent assumptions, but diplomatically.

To no small extent their policy reflected the guidance of Frances 
Kellor, who gave up after the war her hopeless attempt to control 
and direct the whole Americanization movement and concen
trated on working through business channels. Her associations with 
business leaders had increased during the war, as her contact with 
progressive reform had diminished. By the time the war ended and 
the specter of Bolshevism came to the fore, Miss Kellor was look
ing much more to business than to government for national unity 
and protection. Her National Americanization Committee’s long
standing subsidization of the United States Bureau of Education 
ceased in March 1919. The connection would shortly have become 
illegal under a statute prohibiting the federal government from 
accepting financial aid from private organizations;51 but Miss 
Kellor was already absorbed in another project. To replace the 
N.A.C. she was organizing a new society, of, by, and for Ameri
can industry.

Its beginnings went back to a quiet dinner at Sherry’s Restaurant 
in New York late in November 1918, at which Frances Kellor 
addressed fifty of the biggest employers of foreign-born labor in 
the United States. She warned them that Americanization had 
thus far had little success and that they would now face great un-
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rest, with minority nationalisms sucking many foreign workers 
back to their homelands and Bolshevism spreading among those 
who remained. She proposed a somewhat oblique propaganda 
campaign by which industry might strengthen its grip on its labor 
force and “break up the nationalistic, racial groups by combining 
their members for America.” With an initial subscription of $100,- 
000, Miss Kellor soon launched the Inter-Racial Council.52 The 
inclusion of a number of “racial members” (conservative repre
sentatives of immigrant groups) gave the council the appearance of 
a cooperative enterprise and supplied it with minority contacts, 
but essentially it consisted of much the same group that had spon
sored the National Americanization Committee. The millionaire 
T. Coleman du Pont became chairman, and the council soon en
listed the support of hundreds of industrial corporations.

In the interest of stabilizing industrial conditions, the Inter- 
Racial Council earnestly besought its followers to avoid strong- 
arm tactics of Americanization. It counseled “spontaneous Ameri
canization, which, by indirect methods can be delicately but ef
fectively stimulated.” 53 The stimulated spontaneity amounted, 
however, to a veiled coercion. While furnishing its industrial 
members with pro-American films and advice on their labor prob
lems, the council gave its main attention to dominating the foreign- 
language press. A unique opportunity arose in December 1918. The 
crafty Louis Hämmerling, who had manipulated foreign-language 
papers for a decade, was discredited by a Senatorial exposé of serv
ices he had performed for liquor interests and for the German 
government. Some of the leading backers of the Inter-Racial Coun
cil seized the occasion to buy Hammerling’s American Association 
of Foreign Language Newspapers and to install Frances Kellor as 
its new president. The association, which handled practically all of 
the national advertising in the immigrant press, then became the 
organ of the Inter-Racial Council. Miss Kellor eliminated the 
chicanery and political partisanship of Hammerling’s régime, while 
continuing to use the association to control the policies of its mem
ber newspapers. The association’s stranglehold on national adver
tising enabled it to flood immigrant editors’ columns with patriotic 
articles, admonitions against emigration to Europe, and anti-radical 
propaganda.54

If the leading industrial Americanizers, tempering fanaticism
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with self-interest and fear with sympathy, avoided overt compul
sions, it is also significant that the whole Americanization move
ment remained primarily a venture in persuasion. It continued to 
rely much more upon ideological pressure than upon the coercive 
power of government. Even for the most rabid 100 per centers, the 
force of law was ancillary to that of propaganda. After the war
time restraints on 100 per cent Americanism broke down, it still 
had to work within limits set by a hallowed distrust of state power 
and official regimentation. Indeed the general postwar reaction 
brought this distrust sharply in focus. Consequently, in 1919-1920, 
when the Red Scare gave a new urgency to Americanization, its 
legislative achievements were still modest. To be sure, a remark
able number of statutes were now enacted to add force to the cru
sade. But every effort to put new federal sanctions behind Ameri
canization failed, and most of the laws passed by the states en
couraged persuasion while stopping short of coercion.

A sustained campaign for broad federal support of Americani
zation began in 1918 and extended into 1920. The Bureau of 
Naturalization sponsored one bill, the Bureau of Education an
other and more extensive one. The latter measure provided for 
substantial federal aid to the states, on a dollar-matching basis, to 
finance the teaching of English to aliens and native illiterates. In 
behalf of this plan, Franklin K. Lane, Secretary of the Interior, 
organized national conferences and bombarded Congress with 
pleas for a common language as imperative to national self-pro
tection. After the war there was much sentiment for making such 
a program of educational Americanization compulsory for all 
aliens, and in the form in which the bill finally came before the 
Senate in January 1920, it offered a federal grant only to those 
states which would require all adult aliens under forty-five to 
attend the course.55 Congress, however, was in no mood to embark 
on new expenditures or to invest the federal government with new 
powers. The Bureau of Education had to withdraw from Ameri
canization after its subsidy from the Kellor group ended, leaving 
the Bureau of Naturalization the sole federal agency still active. 
The latter continued, on a progressively reduced scale, its cus
tomary supervision of citizenship classes in the public schools.

Without federal aid, the states in 1919-1920 rushed in to press 
the crusade for Americanization. A deluge of legislation designed
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to counteract Bolshevism with nationalism poured out of state 
legislatures. As always, the principal effort centered on immigrant 
education. More than a score of states passed laws authorizing or 
strengthening night school classes in English for foreigners. Some 
gave local governments considerable financial support for such 
work; some also took over the propaganda activities which the 
state councils of defense had conducted among the foreign-born. 
At least two states, Idaho and Utah, yielded to the coercive spirit 
by requiring non-English-speaking aliens to attend Americaniza
tion classes.56 Others went farther along the path of ioo per- 
centism, accompanying their educational laws with certain legis
lative inhibitions on foreign influences. In 1919 fifteen states de
creed that English must be the sole language of instruction in all 
primary schools, public and private. Several states followed the 
lead of New York in insisting that all public schoolteachers be 
citizens. Nebraska extended the same requirement to private schools 
and also stipulated that all meetings except religious or lodge meet
ings must be conducted in English.57 Oregon, in the interest of 
Americanization, came close to outlawing the foreign-language 
press by requiring that all foreign-language publications display 
prominently a literal English translation of their entire contents. 
Two years later, in 1922, the same state passed what was perhaps 
the last and certainly one of the most severe of the Americaniza
tion laws, declaring that all children had to be educated in public 
rather than private elementary schools. Meanwhile, in 1920, Cali
fornia struck directly at alienage by ordering every adult male 
alien to register and pay a special annual poll tax of $10. Both the 
California poll tax and the Oregon school law were declared un
constitutional.58

With these statutes, the Americanization movement reached and 
passed its zenith. As a workaday endeavor to teach English and 
civics to foreigners in the public evening schools, the program had 
taken permanent root, and it endured. There, in the schools, it had 
its major institutional impact, and its most lasting effect was to give 
a powerful stimulus to all phases of adult education. (During the 
twenties a number of the agencies set up to supervise immigrant 
education became departments or divisions of adult education.)59 
But as a major expression of American nationalism, Americaniza
tion faded swiftly in the latter part of 1920 and in 1921.
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Even before, signs of its approaching breakup were manifest. 
The defection of many of the liberal Americanizers once the war 
ended had already largely deprived the crusade of the spirit of 
sympathy so essential to its earlier successes. Then, in the fear- 
ridden atmosphere of the Red Scare, the movement lost in co
herence as it gained in hysteria. To its most zealous proponents, 
Americanization began to seem a grander and more comprehensive 
thing than a simple effort to transform the immigrant. Like the 
ioo per cent Americanism behind it, the movement now appeared 
as an antidote for every kind of dissent and a panacea for all of 
the nation’s ills. Men flushed with enthusiasm for the systematic 
inculcation of patriotism talked more and more in 1919-1920 about 
“the Americanization of America,” rejoicing that the campaign was 
broadening into one that would “fortify the American Govern
ment through implanting and fostering a higher ideality in the in
dividual citizen, whatever his birth.” 60 This increasing diffuseness 
enabled all sorts of special interests to appropriate the idea for their 
own ends. Evangelical churches adopted the slogan, “Christianiza
tion and Americanization are one and the same thing”; the Ameri
canization Fund of Los Angeles, established by ultraconservative 
businessmen, subsidized campaigns for the open shop and against 
the initiative law; an Athletes’ Americanization League worked to 
provide free athletic equipment for every American youth on the 
theory that sports were “the logical antidote for unrest.” 61 Aban
doned as a reform and balked as a movement for speedy, whole
sale assimilation, Americanization was losing contact with the im
migrants.

Finally, in the course of 1920, two events—the onset of economic 
depression and the passing of the Red Scare—delivered the coup 
de grâce. The depression cut off much of the financial support. 
During the war and postwar boom, businessmen, by organizing 
factory classes, subsidizing propaganda campaigns, and contrib
uting to the largest Americanization societies, had invested heavily 
in a movement that promised them a more efficient as well as a 
more American labor force. Now, however, as production levels 
slumped, as labor shortages eased and unemployment soared, 
Americanization no longer seemed worth the expense or effort. 
Factory classes folded up; even Henry Ford stopped stirring the 
melting pot. The rich income of the Inter-Racial Council dwin-
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died, and after 1920 it disappeared from sight, bringing to a close 
Frances Kellor’s long career as chaperone of the immigrants.62 Yet 
funds were less basic to the vigor of the Americanization move
ment than were fears. Above all, the crusade came to an end be
cause the collapse of the Big Red Scare dried up its emotional well- 
springs. Once the specter of an imminent Bolshevik revolution dis
solved, the crusade lost all urgency, lost, in fact, its whole imme
diate and pressing object.

This is not to say that foreigners no longer seemed a national 
menace after the early months of 1920. The sense of danger was 
still vivid; the 100 per center’s thirst for conformity remained un
slaked. But his conception of the foreign peril changed so pro
foundly that Americanization became wholly irrelevant to it. From 
fear of a radical danger, nationalists reverted in 1920 and thereafter 
to a racial bias. Radicalism, and the hyphenism that preceded it, 
had been ideological infections; presumably one might set up ideo
logical defenses against them. But the racial danger was in the 
blood. Why try to educate men inherently incapable of receiving 
American ideals? Why try to change people who are biologically 
unchangeable? Why, the influential Saturday Evening Post now 
asked, try to make Americans out of those who will always be 
Americanski?63 Why, indeed, put much faith in ideals at all? As 
early as February 1920, an extremely popular writer declared: 
“The whole theory of Americanization is one which J. J. Rous
seau and T. Jefferson would call perfectly lovely if they were 
alive. It goes in well with a lot of these mentally subjective theo
ries about altruism and democracy, which in my belief have pretty 
much brought America to ruin. . . .” 64

The comment had perhaps a certain grain of truth. Americani
zation, even in its most coercive aspect, involved an appeal to the 
foreign-born. It rested, therefore, on a faith in the power of ideals 
and in the capacity of at least a good share of foreigners to respond 
to them. It was a venture in conversion and uplift. It drew, to be 
sure, on nativistic impulses and suspicions, but it served in a way 
to contain them. It turned part of the new fears of foreign in
fluence which came out of the war into a positive program of 
emancipation rather than a wholly negative one of exclusion.

The dissolution of the movement left 100 per centers with a 
sense of failure and disillusion. Had they not tried their best to
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bring the great mass of newcomers into the fold? Did not the ex
periment prove the incorrigibly unassimilable nature of the ma
terial on which they had worked? America’s task, 100 per centers 
now realized, was much simpler. Instead of struggling to transform 
the foreign-born, nationalists must concentrate on keeping them 
out. Thus, while the movement for the redemption of the alien 
ebbed in 1920, the old drive for the rejection of the immigrant 
passed all previous bounds.
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The Tribal Twenties

The old Americans are getting a little panicky, and no 
wonder. . . . America, Americans and Americanism are 
being crowded out of America. It is inevitable that there 
should be silly forms of protest and rebellion. But the Ku 
Klux Klan and the hundred percenters are fundamentally 
right from the standpoint of an American unity and destiny.

—Ltr. to ed., New Republic, 1924

. . . not nostrums but normalcy . . . not experiment but 
equipoise, not submergence in internationality but sustain
ment in triumphant nationality.

—Warren G. Harding, 1920

During the night of August 5, 1920, and all through the follow
ing day hundreds of people laden with clothing and household 
goods filled the roads leading out of West Frankfort, a mining 
town in southern Illinois. Back in town their homes were burning. 
Mobs bent on driving every foreigner from the area surged through 
the streets. Foreigners of all descriptions were beaten on sight, al
though the Italian population was the chief objective. Time and 
again the crowds burst into the Italian district, dragged cowering 
residents from their homes, clubbed and stoned them, and set fire 
to their dwellings. The havoc went on for three days, although five 
hundred state troops were rushed to the scene.

The immediate background of the affair was trivial enough. 
Thousands of workers were idle and restless owing to a strike in 
the coal mines where the Italians and a large part of the native 
population were employed. A series of bank robberies, popularly 
attributed to a Black Hand Society, had lately occurred; this was
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followed by the kidnapping of two boys. The discovery of their 
bodies touched off the civic explosion.1 The region, to be sure, had 
a bloody history. Violent anti-foreign incidents had occurred there 
during and before the war. But never on this scale.2

About the same time, an exuberance not wholly unrelated to the 
miners’ frenzy sprang up elsewhere on the national scene in sun
dry ways. In California anti-Japanese hysteria, quiescent during the 
war, broke out again in the latter part of 1919 and rose to un
precedented heights during the election of 1920. A new law for
bidding Japanese ownership of land passed by popular initiative; 
a fearful clamor against Japanese “picture brides” went up; and 
for the first time the agitation was beginning to have a real effect 
on eastern opinion.3 In Georgia the 1920 primaries brought the old 
warrior, Tom Watson, back to the hustings to end his career with 
a successful campaign for a seat in the United States Senate. The 
issue was popery. Silenced by the federal government during the 
war because of his anti-war attitudes, Watson now heaped ridicule 
on the authors of the discredited Red Scare while crying up the 
peril of Catholic domination. Not to be outdone, the adjoining 
state of Alabama had recently set up a convent-inspecting commis
sion to ensure that no Protestant maidens were held under durance 
vile.4 Out of the Midwest in May 1920 came the opening blast of 
a propaganda campaign against Jews launched by Henry Ford, 
America’s leading industrialist and a man idolized by millions. Al
most simultaneously the most widely read magazine in the United 
States, the Saturday Evening Post, began to quote and urgently 
commend the doctrines of Madison Grant. At another intellectual 
level one of the country’s foremost literary arbiters instigated a 
general critical assault on writers of alien blood and spirit for cor
rupting American literature.5 And during that same summer, quite 
outside the public eye, an insignificant little society named the 
Ku Klux Klan was feeling a sudden flutter of life. The upheaval 
in West Frankfort was only the gaudiest of the portents signaling 
another great nativist wave that was boiling up in the wake of the 
Red Scare.

Blighted N ew  W orld

In its basic patterns, the new ferment of 1920-1924 was far from 
new. The nativisms that came to the fore in 1920 essentially con-

2 6 5



206 T H E  T R I B A L  T W E N T I E S

tinued prewar trends. They consisted largely of hatreds—toward 
Catholics, Jews, and southeastern Europeans—that had gathered 
strength in the late Progressive era, reaching a minor crescendo in 
1914. The war had simply suspended these animosities while 
American nationalism vented itself in other directions. Once the 
war and immediate postwar period passed, the two leading nativist 
traditions of the early twentieth century, Anglo-Saxonism and 
anti-Catholicism, reoccupied the field. Anti-radicalism, their his
toric partner, had grown hugely under the conditions which tem
porarily blocked the other two, but its collapse cleared the way 
for their revival.

As they passed into the içio’s, the Anglo-Saxon and anti-Catho- 
lic traditions retained the distinctive character that the prewar dec
ade had stamped upon them. Racial nativism remained fixed on the 
new immigration (together with the Japanese), rooted in primitive 
race-feelings, and rationalized by a scientific determinism. It owed 
to the early twentieth century its prophet, Madison Grant, its 
southern and western political leadership, and its nation-wide ap
peal. Anti-Catholic nativism similarly exhibited the characteristics 
it had developed just before the war. Whereas racism knew no lim
its of section or class and preserved an air of respectability, anti- 
Romanism throve outside of the big cities and the cultivated classes. 
Reborn after 1910 in the small towns of the South and West, reli
gious nativism resumed its prewar pattern of growth, feeding on 
the continuing surge of rural fundamentalism and the deepening 
frustration of progressive hopes. Despite the incongruities between 
religious and racial xenophobias, they had begun to intersect be
fore the World War in the demagoguery of Tom Watson and, 
less melodramatically, in the program of the Junior Order United 
American Mechanics. After the war, the two traditions flowed to
gether in the comprehensive nativism of the Ku Klux Klan, an or
ganization which itself dated from 1915.

Yet the tempestuous climate of the early twenties is not to be 
accounted for simply as a resumption of storms after a temporary 
lull. The very fact that the lull did prove temporary, that old 
hatreds came to life after the war instead of being consumed by 
it, needs explanation. In some degree the causes lay in the ob
jective circumstances of 1920. That year, as part of a general ad
justment to peacetime conditions, two factors which time and again



in American history had encouraged anti-foreign outbreaks vividly 
reappeared. One was economic depression, the other a fresh wave 
of immigration. During the latter months of the year the war and 
postwar boom collapsed. For a year and a half businessmen, farm
ers, and workers felt the pinch of hard times, with all the conse
quences of unemployment, credit stringencies, and tobogganing 
prices. Unfortunately for the immigrants, the economic down
swing sychronized with a sudden revival of immigration. Virtually 
halted by the war, immigration had remained at low ebb through 
1919 and into the early months of 1920. In the second half of 
1919 so many aliens, flushed with wartime savings and embittered 
toward America, had returned home to Europe that immigration 
figures showed a net loss. But the tide turned decisively around 
the end of May 1920. By early September an average five thou
sand arrivals per day were pouring into Ellis Island. Before the 
year was out newspapers teemed with hostile comment on the rela
tion between this torrential influx and the worsening unemploy
ment problem. Some thought that immigration was undermining 
the whole economic system.6

A third well-known irritant to ethnic relations intruded into the 
postwar era, assuming somewhat more importance than it had 
hitherto displayed. Whereas the scale of immigration and the state 
of the economy had often contributed significantly to nativist 
movements, the association of foreigners with crime had not af
fected their reception to a comparable degree. Crime had helped 
to make anti-foreign stereotypes rather than anti-foreign hatreds. 
Prohibition, however, created a much more highly charged situa
tion, for it precipitated a head-on collision between mounting law
lessness and a new drive for social conformity.

On the one hand, the Eighteenth Amendment attempted an un
precedented regimentation of morality by law. Although a tradi
tion of reform originally sired the prohibition movement, its na
tional triumph awaited the strenuous spirit of conformity which 
the war unleashed. Riding the wave of 100 per cent Americanism, 
the Drys identified their crusade to regulate behavior with pres
ervation of the American way of life. On the other hand, constraint 
bred revolt. Prohibition aggravated the normal lawlessness of a 
postwar era by opening a vast illicit traffic in alcohol. The immi
grants, whose own cultures imposed no alcoholic taboos, were
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Wets by habit and conviction. The dazzling opportunities that pro
hibition created for organized gangsterism thrust immigrant chil
dren into a special notoriety, for city gangs had long recruited a 
high proportion of their members in the disorganizing environ
ment of foreign slum quarters. Thus the ban on alcohol hit the 
immigrants two ways: it increased their conspicuousness as law
breakers and brought down upon their heads the wrath of a ioo 
per cent American morality.

By the end of 1919 the press was commenting on a rising “crime 
wave” and speculating on its alien origins,7 but it remained for the 
eruption at West Frankfort to demonstrate the intensity of the 
hatred of foreign lawlessness. In the years ahead similar feelings 
would find a powerful outlet through the hooded legions of the 
Ku Klux Klan; in the Midwest the Klan delivered more real as
saults on the bootleggers than on any other target. At the same 
time, one state after another tackled the specter of the foreign 
criminal with legislation to disarm all aliens. Wyoming took par
ticular care to forbid the possession by aliens of “any dirk, pistol, 
shot gun, rifle, or other fire arm, bowie knife, dagger, or any other 
dangerous or deadly weapon.” 8

The resumption of immigration, the onset of depression, a wave 
of crime—each of these formed part of a social pattern shaped by a 
return to peace, and all three had precedents in the circumstances 
of earlier peacetime eras in which nativism flourished. But if these 
events help to account for the regeneration of historic xenophobias 
in 1920, in themselves they can hardly explain the peculiar force 
and magnitude that the reawakened hatreds now displayed. Indeed, 
the alien lawbreaker owed his new significance as an anti-foreign 
symbol more largely to a state of mind that had crystallized dur
ing the war than to the objective circumstances of the postwar 
period. In many respects the level of hysteria in the early twenties 
was a heritage of mind and spirit from the World War. Pre-1914 
traditions supplied the massive roots of that hysteria; post-1919 
conditions provided fertile soil for a new season of growth; but 
100 per cent Americanism was the vital force that gave it abun
dant life.

On first thought one may wonder how the new nationalism sur
vived so vigorously the transition from war to peace, when many 
other wartime ideals were shipwrecked. It is important to realize



that during the years from 1915 to 1919, 100 per cent Americanism 
shared in the heady optimism that flourished during the war and 
collapsed soon after. If the guardians of an exclusive loyalty had 
nothing else in common with the cosmopolitan, democratic na
tionalists, at least they felt a common exaltation. Despite the ob
sessive fears that tortured the 100 per centers, they too looked for
ward to a brave new world once the nation had passed through its 
ordeal. To be sure, their assurance was a grimmer and narrower 
thing than that of their liberal opponents; real victory would re
quire iron resolution and heroic measures. But a crusading ideal
ism formed a fundamental part of the 100 per cent American out
look. The millennial expectations dominant in public opinion since 
1898 had reached a culmination during the war period, deeply af
fecting almost the whole spectrum of American thought, and 100 
per centers acquired much of their evangelical zeal from the gen
eral hope that the war’s turmoil would usher in a purified, regener
ate society. So Americanizers set about with a will to transform 
the immigrants; patriotic clergymen testified to the spiritually en
nobling results of warfare; prohibitionists carried the point that 
outlawing alcohol would accomplish a general moral improvement 
and call for little enforcement at that; few seriously challenged 
President Wilson’s vision of a new reign of peace founded on a 
league of nations.

Perhaps this utopian spirit could not long have survived unsul
lied under any circumstances. Certainly the harsh facts of the post
war world produced, during 1919 and 1920, a general disillusion. 
The quarreling at Versailles and the class strife that broke out at 
home and abroad began the process of deflation and embitterment. 
It went forward under the influence of partisan wrangling in Con
gress, economic depression, the manifest failure of Americaniza
tion, and the scandalous consequences of prohibition. The letdown 
seriously undermined democratic, cosmopolitan values, for many 
who held them abandoned a crusading stance, repudiating their 
ideals as delusive, nationalism as nasty, and society as unsalvageable. 
One hundred per cent Americanism, on the other hand, had a 
built-in shock-absorber which not only saved it from disintegrating 
but converted every disappointment into rebounding aggressive
ness. Believing implicitly that the great source of evil lay outside of 
their own society, super-nationalists could not hold their own
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principles at fault when failure mocked them. The trouble must 
come instead from the tenacity and secret cunning of alien in
fluences, together with a lack of sufficient solidarity on the part of 
true Americans in resisting them. The nation must gird anew 
against protean forces working in ever grander and more mysteri
ous ways. Thus, instead of crippling the force of 100 per cent 
Americanism, the discouragements of 1919-1920 broadened the 
fears which it expressed and turned it against enemies vaguer and 
more elusive than either the German or the Bolshevik.

The persistence, then, of the fundamental premises of wartime 
nationalism was crucial to the nativist climate of the early twenties, 
but equally important was the loss of the spirit of confidence 
characteristic of the war years. In their own fashion, 100 per cent
ers reflected the general psychological letdown. They ceased on 
the whole to look forward to a total defeat of the forces of dark
ness. The evil was too great, the world too deeply infected. Amer
icans must concentrate their efforts on holding their present ground. 
In short, 100 per cent Americanism passed entirely to the defensive. 
Its aggressions took the form not of conquest but of a holding 
operation to save “the last best hope of earth.” The result was an 
intense isolationism that worked hand in hand with nativism. By 
mid-1920 a general revulsion against European entanglements was 
crystallizing. In the debate over the Versailles Treaty an afterglow 
of Wilsonian ideals had lingered through 1919, and the League of 
Nations commanded immense support in public opinion (though 
with increasing qualifications) until the early months of 1920. By 
autumn not 10 per cent of the daily press, and hardly a single na
tional magazine, still backed the league.9 America now seemed vul
nerable to European influences of every kind. Policies of diplo
matic withdrawal, higher tariffs, and more stringent immigration 
restriction were all in order.

Flowering of Racism

Logically, a nationalism so committed to isolation, so distrustful 
of entanglements with Europe, should find expression in a general 
revulsion against all foreigners. Indeed, an indiscriminate anti- 
foreignism did extend far and wide in the early twenties. It echoed 
through the debate on the League of Nations; it swayed the poli-
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cies of the American Legion and rumbled in the “konklaves” of 
the Ku Klux Klan; it unloosed a new torrent of state legislation 
excluding aliens from a great many occupations.10 Nevertheless the 
most intense and significant anti-foreign feelings still focused on 
symbols of hatred more specific than the whole foreign population. 
One hundred per cent Americanism had greatest impact through 
interaction with older cultural traditions.

As the Red Scare subsided, the Anglo-Saxon tradition displayed 
more than ever the special magnetism it acquired in the prewar 
period. No other nativism spoke with equal authority or affected 
so much of American society. This was the flowering time of the 
semi-scientific racism that had burgeoned in the decade before the 
war. Although this ideology had the limitation (from a ioo per 
cent point of view) of not rejecting all Europeans, it was pecul
iarly well suited as a channel for the defensive nationalism of an 
age undergoing disillusion. In the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries racial nativism had developed in minds of a gloomy cast; 
it registered a failure of nerve on the part of an exhausted elite. 
Explicitly, racism denied the regnant optimism of the Progressive 
era; a pessimistic determinism imprisoned ideals within iron laws 
of heredity. Thus, when the utopian hopes of the war years dis
solved, the harsh racial doctrines fitted a prevailing mood. Those 
doctrines not only explained the apparent imperviousness of the 
immigrant to Americanization. They also accounted for the failure 
of all efforts at universal uplift. And they showed that the United 
States could trust in no ideals save those that rested upon and 
served to protect the nation’s racial foundations.

Intellectually the resurgent racism of the early twenties drew its 
central inspiration from Madison Grant’s The Passing of the Great 
Race. The book had caused no considerable comment when first 
published in 1916, but now it enjoyed a substantial vogue. New 
editions appeared in 1921 and 1923, bringing total sales to about 
sixteen thousand copies.11 Grant himself never became widely 
known in spite of sympathetic comments in the editorials of such 
influential publications as the New York Times and the Saturday 
Evening Post.12 However, his emotionally charged formulation of 
a thoroughgoing racial philosophy stirred the imagination of many 
literate people. He inspired a bevy of popular writers and in
fluenced a number of scholarly ones. More than anyone else he
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taught the American people to recognize within the white race a 
three-tiered hierarchy of Mediterraneans, Alpines, and Nordics, to 
identify themselves as Nordic, and to regard any mixture with the 
other two as a destructive process of “mongrelization.”

Of all of the nativist ideologies, racism most directly contra
dicted the central democratic postulate of equal rights, and it is 
significant that Grant’s ideas flourished at a time when the whole 
postwar reaction put democratic values at a discount. The Young 
Intellectuals were cheering H. L. Mencken’s raucous denial of the 
possibility of a civilized life in a democracy; a chorus of lawyers 
and business spokesmen was proclaiming the United States a repre
sentative republic rather than a democracy;13 the Harding ad
ministration was providing an uninspiring example of democracy in 
action. In this context race-thinkers tended generally to reflect the 
contemptuously anti-equalitarian outlook that had been one of the 
unusual qualities of Grant’s book when it first appeared. For ex
ample, Prescott F. Hall, whose earlier racial diatribes had shown a 
certain caution and restraint, now characterized the “fatuous belief 
in universal suffrage” and “the lust for equality” as forms of para
noia.14 Other nativist writers argued that science proves the “basic 
fact” of inequality or that democracy perpetuates mediocrity. Lo- 
throp Stoddard, a lawyer in Brookline, Massachusetts, with a Ph.D. 
in history, wrote a whole book on the menace of the Under Man— 
the racially impoverished opponent of all elites.15

Stoddard was Grant’s leading disciple. Unlike most of the new 
racist intellectuals, however, his main preoccupation concerned the 
rapid multiplication of the yellow and brown races and the danger 
—spectacularly stated in 1920 in The Rising Tide of Color—that 
they would soon overwhelm the whole white world. His disillu
sion with the outcome of the World War took the form of a be
lief that it was actually a civil war which had vitally impaired 
white solidarity. Consequently Stoddard was hardly a nationalist 
at all in any explicit sense. Nevertheless he agreed with Grant that 
the white man’s salvation rested with the Nordics and that the 
immigration of inferior white races would mongrelize the Nordic 
into “a walking chaos, so consumed by his jarring heredities that 
he is quite worthless.” 16 Grant, in fact, advised Stoddard during 
the writing of the book and contributed an introduction to it.

Other writers of the same school hewed to a Nordic nationalism.
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Charles W. Gould’s America, A Family Matter differed from The 
Passing of the Great Race only in adding some further data on the 
rise and fall of civilizations, culminating in the now threatened 
Nordic occupation of America. Clinton Stoddard Burr, in Amer
ica's Race Heritage, rehashed Gould and Grant. His own contribu
tion consisted of a statistical estimate of the numerical size of the 
various white races in the American population. His thesis, sum
marily stated, came down to this: “Americanism is actually the 
racial thought of the Nordic race, evolved after a thousand years 
of experience.” Undoubtedly the most widely read of these effu
sions were the articles which Kenneth Roberts wrote for the Satur
day Evening Post and which appeared in book form in 1922 under 
the title Why Europe Leaves Home. Two years before, the Post’s 
editor, George Horace Lorimer, had sent Roberts to Europe to 
work up a series of articles on immigration. Roberts cast his find
ings into the framework of the Nordic theory, concluding that a 
continuing deluge of Alpine, Mediterranean, and Semitic immi
grants would inevitably produce “a hybrid race of people as worth
less and futile as the good-for-nothing mongrels of Central Amer
ica and Southeastern Europe.” 17

Natural scientists eschewed such intemperate generalizations, but 
a number of them lent their authority to the racial philosophy in a 
polite and qualified way. Scientific race-thinking centered, of 
course, in the eugenics movement, which continued to agitate gen
teel and academic circles during the 1920’s. With a few excep
tions such as Edward A. Ross, Henry Pratt Fairchild, and Ernest 
F. Hooton, both social scientists and anthropologists remained hos
tile or indifferent to eugenics, but to a good many speculative biol
ogists, physicians, and amateur scientists it still seamed the salvation 
of a world imperiled by the multiplication of the unfit.

From a nativistic point of view, postwar eugenics showed a sig
nificant advance over the early phase of the movement. American 
eugenicists were increasingly prone to interpret their data in terms 
of clear-cut racial differences as well as individually inherited dif
ferences. In other words, many of them were coming to accept the 
new racist categories as a framework for analyzing the inheritance 
of valuable and vicious traits. This trend was evident as early as 
1918 in Applied Eugenics y the standard textbook on the subject. 
The authors relied on Madison Grant’s interpretation of the biolog-
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ical danger which Nordic America faced from Mediterraneans and 
Alpines. And, to bring the racial cleavage to life, they appended to 
the narrative a flattering drawing of the “Old American” head—a 
high, well-developed head, the book gravely averred, denoting a 
very specialized type and an advanced evolution.18

Similar ideas reached a larger audience through the well-publi
cized sessions of the Second International Congress of Eugenics, 
which Henry Fairfield Osborn, prominent biologist and president 
of the American Museum of Natural History, brought to New 
York in 1921. Osborn was closely associated with Grant (who 
served as one of the Museum’s trustees) and had supplied an intro
duction to The Passing of the Great Race. Osborn’s welcoming 
address to the congress was the first of several warnings it heard 
on the subject of race-crossings.19 In the next few years the Nordic 
theory and its implications for immigration restriction showed up 
in books by such well-known scholars as the Harvard geneticist 
Edward M. East and the Yale geographer Ellsworth Huntington. 
With breadth and sweep, Huntington’s The Character of Races 
summarized the whole eugenic argument for a racial interpretation 
of history and for the control of man’s biological development now 
that the conquest of the physical environment seemed nearly com
plete.20

Fundamentally, of course, the fusion of racism with eugenics 
meant that scientists who were not anthropologists were acquies
cing in a disreputable anthropological theory. European anthro
pologists in the late nineteenth century had offered much evidence 
that the population of Europe might be classified into three gen
eral physical types; that these types carried with them hereditary 
cultural traits the scientists had never proved. Yet it was the cul
tural rather than the physical qualities of races that gave eugeni- 
cists and other nativists most concern. However much they might 
gloat over the external proportions of the “Old American” head, 
their main interest centered on what lay inside that head and how 
its contents differed from the moral, political, and intellectual 
characteristics of differently shaped crania. Grant’s The Passing of 
the Great Race had simply assumed, on the basis of some scraps 
of historical data, a correlation between racial physique and racial 
culture. But loose historical assertions seemed hardly convincing to 
earnest eugenicists disciplined to the virtues of statistical analysis.
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Their willingness to accept the Nordic theory depended to no 
small degree on a timely stimulus and a fresh group of allies which 
eugenics received in the postwar era from the field of psychology.

Although eugenicists had exercised their hereditarian bias before 
the war in counting the number of great men produced by various 
racial and national groups, they had had no way of comparing the 
supposedly inborn mental endowments of those groups as a whole. 
On the eve of the war, however, psychologists forged a wonderful 
new instrument for measuring some of the psychic differences be
tween races. This was the intelligence test. Allegedly IQ scores 
did not reflect education. Were they not, therefore, independent 
of all environmental influences? So leading American psychologists 
contended. Just then, the war, by calling forth a mass army, fortui
tously provided an opportunity for applying group tests on a large 
scale. Robert M. Yerkes, president of the American Psychological 
Association, and the corps of distinguished psychologists who aided 
him in the United States Army’s new psychological testing pro
gram, gathered a mass of data on the intellectual ability of Negro, 
native white, and foreign-born soldiers. Published after the war, 
their studies showed what other investigators were simultaneously 
learning in testing school children: that northern Europeans scored 
almost as well as native whites, whereas soldiers born in Latin and 
Slavic countries averaged significantly lower.21 Eugenicists seized 
avidly on these findings as a clinching proof of the racial philoso
phy and of the inferiority of the new immigration.

Although Yerkes and other psychologists deplored the extrava
gant statements in which nativistic popularizers of their work in
dulged, they themselves fell increasingly under the Nordic spell. 
In 1921 William McDougall, perhaps the most eminent social psy
chologist of his generation, advanced a racial interpretation of his
tory based on the data of the intelligence tests. McDougall had 
long been an ardent eugenicist in England, but only after coming 
to the United States in 1920 did he emerge as a champion of Nordic 
superiority. Meanwhile, Yerkes and one of his Army colleagues, 
Professor Carl C. Brigham, were recasting into racial categories 
the evidence which they had assembled during the war on the in
telligence of immigrant nationalities. Inspired by reading the books 
of Madison Grant and Charles W. Gould, the psychologists real
ized how neatly their own studies might serve to substantiate the
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conception of a hierarchy of European races in America. Thus 
Brigham’s book, A Study of American Intelligence, triumphantly 
concluded: “The intellectual superiority of our Nordic group over 
the Alpine, Mediterranean and negro groups has been demon
strated.” 22 With such authority to sustain them, it is little wonder 
that not only many eugenicists but also a broad segment of literate 
opinion in America accepted the tenets of racial nativism as proved 
truths of science.

For those who consulted the oracle of art as well as for those 
who bowed down to science, the same Nordic myths and prophe
cies were told. Literary critics paid little attention to eugenics it
self, but a group of them had reasons of their own to preach a 
racial nativism. A whole school of literary traditionalists in the 
early twenties looked on American literature as a battleground 
where old-stock writers were defending the nation’s spiritual her
itage against onslaught from the spokesmen of alien races. Stuart 
Pratt Sherman first raised the standard of the nativist critics. 
Around it rallied Brander Matthews, Gertrude Atherton, and John 
Farrar, supported by the professors of English in many an Amer
ican college. At the head and front of the enemy hosts stood H. L. 
Mencken, a belligerent champion of unorthodox and corrosive 
writers like Theodore Dreiser and James Branch Cabell, ridiculing 
with mischievous joy the pieties, the patriotisms, and virtually the 
whole culture of the United States. Proud of his own German 
background, Mencken gleefully accepted the definition of cultural 
values in racial terms. The Anglo-Saxons, he proclaimed, have 
lost the little capacity they may once have had for producing 
ideas; the country’s intellectual life comes largely from men of for
eign stock.23 The enraged traditionalists felt that their own kind 
was indeed losing cultural leadership, and they struck back bluntly 
at the unassimilated aliens whose racial hatred for Anglo-Saxon 
ideals was mongrelizing language, literature, and society. Gertrude 
Atherton, a leading popular novelist, argued that in the process of 
“breeding out” the Nordic aristocracy, the Alpine race was spread
ing the poison of democracy throughout American culture.24

Public opinion echoed the perturbations of the nativist intelli
gentsia as never before. The general magazines teemed with race
thinking, phrased nearly always in terms of an attack on the new 
immigration. By no means all of the discussion displayed the sharp

2 7 6



T H E  T R I B A L  T W E N T I E S

outlines of the Nordic theory. The more old-fashioned Anglo- 
Saxon concept sometimes served as well, while other writers spoke 
in behalf of “the American type” or “the old stock.” 25 As scientific 
racism spread downward from patrician circles, it blended with 
the cruder Anglo-Saxon nativism that was pushing upward from 
the grass roots of the South and West. The two streams of racial 
nationalism reinforced one another: the national news magazine 
Current Opinion wrote about keeping America white with as much 
gusto as the Imperial Wizard of the Ku Klux Klan discussed the 
lessons of eugenics.26 No one any longer, except possibly some 
immigrant spokesmen, claimed that America’s genius derived from 
racial mixture. In the former muckraking weekly, Collier’sy George 
Creel, who had shown much sympathy toward the immigrants 
during the war, now denounced them as “so much slag in the melt
ing pot. Opposed at every point to the American or Nordic 
stock. . . .”27

At some point a fever in the public imagination becomes self- 
parodying, and criticism slips easily into ridicule. In the racial con
troversies of the early 1920s as reported by irreverent journalists, it 
is often hard to know what to take seriously. When Henry Fairfield 
Osborn argued learnedly that Christopher Columbus was actually 
a Nordic, did the proposition attract attention because it gave read
ers a good feeling about their country’s origins or because it gave 
them a good laugh?28 Was the New York World in 1924 making 
fun of racism by revealing that Dr. Alzamon Ira Lucas, a former 
Negro preacher, snake-oil salesman, and fortune-teller, was about 
to convene a Congress of Superior Caucasians at the Hotel Pennsyl
vania in the hope of awakening all Americans of Caucasian blood to 
the importance of their racial preservation?29 Or was the World 
making fun of Negroes? A trivialization of argument was perhaps 
not the least of the fruits of postwar nativism.

2 7 7

The International Jew

Of all the European groups that lay outside of the charmed 
Nordic circle none was subjected to quite so much hatred as the 
Jews. They had always played a special role in the American imag
ination, but until the postwar period anti-Jewish sentiment, though
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unique in kind, probably did not exceed in degree the general level 
of feeling against other European nationalities. The fear of a Jew
ish money-power during the 1890’s and Georgia’s emotional de
bauch at the height of the Frank Case in 1914 were merely preludes 
to the much more widespread and tenacious anti-Semitism that 
developed after the World War. No pogrom has ever stained 
American soil, nor did any single anti-Je wish incident in the 1920’s 
match the violence of the anti-Italian riot in southern Illinois. 
Nevertheless the Jews faced a sustained agitation that singled them 
out from the other new immigrant groups blanketed by racial na- 
tivism—an agitation that reckoned them the most dangerous force 
undermining the nation.

During a period of a general weakening in democratic values 
social discrimination against Jews would undoubtedly have spread 
even if no new ideological attack on them had occurred. After the 
war a flood of Jewish students into private eastern colleges resulted 
in restrictions on admission similar to those earlier adopted by pre
paratory schools and college fraternities. Beginning in 1919, New 
York University instituted stringent restrictions. Columbia soon 
cut the number of Jews in her incoming classes from 40 to 22 per 
cent. At Harvard, where Brahmin students feared that the univer
sity was becoming a new Jerusalem, President Lowell in 1922 
moved, with unseemly frankness, to raise the bars.30 At the same 
time job opportunities were continuing to shrink. By the end of 
the twenties one informed estimate indicated that Jews were ex
cluded from 90 per cent of the jobs available in New York City in 
general office work.31

What was startling, however, was not so much the steady 
growth of discrimination as the rise of a new anti-Semitic national
ism. On the whole the wartime spirit of fraternity had repressed 
and inhibited anti-Semitic ideas. Nevertheless, the seeds of a new 
movement against Jews were to be found in the 100 per cent Amer
icanism of the war years. The more wealthy and prominent Jews 
in the United States were of German background. Certain 100 
per centers, therefore, applied to the Jews the suspicion of all 
things German. Among some of the bitter, overwrought men who 
believed that the Wilson administration was dealing laxly, perhaps 
treasonably, with traitors within and enemies without, dark rumors 
circulated concerning German-Jewish influence in high places.
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Henry Cabot Lodge and others whispered about secret ties be
tween Wilson and Germany through Paul Warburg, a recent Jew
ish immigrant who sat on the Federal Reserve Board. “The govern
ment,” a Texas businessman exploded, “seems to be permeated 
with the atmosphere of different kinds of Jews.” 32 

The growth of anti-radical nativism during the war opened an
other channel for anti-Semitic feelings—one that broadened enor
mously after the armistice. Morris Hillquit’s remarkably strong 
showing as the Socialist, anti-war candidate for mayor of New 
York City in 1917 gave a good many people a glimpse of the radi
cal ferment at work in Lower East Side tenements. Leon Trotsky’s 
departure for Russia in 1917, after a brief stay in New York, and 
the sympathy with which other Russian Jews in the United States 
greeted the Bolshevik revolution sharpened an emerging image of 
the Jew as a subversive radical. In September 1918, Brooklyn wit
nessed the debut of a periodical “Devoted to the Defense of Amer
ican Institutions Against the Jewish Bolshevist Doctrines of Morris 
Hillquit and Leon Trotsky.” 33 

The Big Red Scare turned these surreptitious by-products of the 
war into a thriving anti-Je wish agitation. Most commonly, of 
course, the nativists of 1919 identified radicalism with foreigners 
generally, so that anti-Semitism remained a subordinate aspect of 
an attack upon the larger immigrant community. Nevertheless, 
the Jew offered the most concrete symbol of foreign radicalism, 
and his significance as such increased very greatly when 100 per 
cent Americanism burst through the confining dikes of wartime 
unity. Stories circulated about the streets of New York to the ef
fect that every Jewish immigrant would become a soldier in the 
revolutionary army assembling in America. A Methodist clergy
man testified before a Senate committee that Bolshevism in Russia 
was drawing much of its inspiration and support from the Yiddish 
sections of New York. The same doctrine that Bolshevism was a 
Jewish movement echoed from public meetings and from the pul
pits of many churches. A powerful propaganda organization of 
conservative businessmen in the Midwest, the Greater Iowa Asso
ciation, spread word throughout the state that Russian Jewish ped
dlers were disseminating Bolshevik literature.34

This was the atmosphere in which the most important anti- 
Semitic document of the early twentieth century came to Amer-
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ica, and gained a certain credence. After Lenin seized power in 
Russia, Czarist sympathizers introduced into western Europe and 
the United States a spurious concoction, usually known as “The 
Protocols of the Elders of Zion,” produced by the Russian secret 
police at the beginning of the century. The “Protocols” revealed 
a conspiratorial plan for establishing a Jewish world dictatorship. 
Purportedly drawn up by the leaders of world Jewry, the plan 
involved financial monopoly, chaos, war, and revolution.36 Every
where the intrigues of the Elders were advanced as an explanation 
for the downfall of Russia and the spread of Bolshevism. The 
“Protocols” reached America in 1918 through Czarist army officers 
who had come to this country on a military mission, notably 
through Lieutenant Boris Brasol. Brasol foisted upon the Military 
Intelligence Division of the United States Army an English trans
lation of the “Protocols” and started typewritten copies circulating 
in other influential circles in Washington, D. C. A renegade asso
ciate, one Casimir Pilenas, tried to extort $50,000 for the manu
script from the American Jewish Committee.36

Although Brasol failed to influence governmental policy, he did 
get the “Protocols” before a larger public through the aid of two 
organizations engaged in 100 per cent American propaganda. One 
of these, the National Civic Federation, had adopted a nationalist 
line (in place of its original program of collaboration between 
capital and labor) too recently to give Brasol more than a little, 
covert support; the director, Ralph Easley, was forced to edit all 
anti-Semitism from Brasol’s contributions to N.C.F. propaganda.37 
But the American Defense Society, the very quintessence of 100 
per cent Americanism, took the White Russian and the “Proto
cols” under its wing. (Brasol had been in close contact with the 
chairman of the society even before the war ended.) Apparently 
under its subsidy, a small publishing house issued an American edi
tion of the “Protocols” in August 1920. The American Defense 
Society then distributed copies among its members. Other copies 
of the book, which included much supplementary data on the re
sponsibility of the Jews for Bolshevism, were sent to many Con
gressmen.38 Shortly thereafter one of the society’s most active 
members, the well-known publisher, George Haven Putnam, put 
out an American edition of The Cause of World Unrest, a British 
polemic based upon the “Protocols.” 39
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Up to this point the anti-Semitic movement had fed largely on 
the Red Scare, reflecting the conditions of 1917-1919 rather than 
the newer anxieties emerging in 1920. At the very time, however, 
when anti-Semitism was coming into the open and the “Protocols” 
were beginning to play a small part in molding public opinion, 
anti-radical nativism was subsiding. Instead of collapsing with it, 
the anti-Jewish strain in 100 per cent Americanism outlived that 
early phase and passed on from a time of war and revolution to 
one of depression and disillusion. The importance of anti-Semitism 
actually increased in the course of this transition, because in 1920 
it came out from under the shadow of the Red Scare; it became 
in its own right one of the major nativisms of the early twenties.

Far from interfering with this shift, the “Protocols” presented 
revolution merely as one instrument by which the Jew sought mas
tery of the world; they could be read in other lights aside from 
the glare of Bolshevism. Although fear of Jewish radicalism re
mained an important element in the anti-Semitic complex, the char
acter of the assault broadened significantly. The Bolshevik theme 
fused with an onslaught on Jewish capitalism and a supplementary 
attack on Jewish morality; and over all of these clashing charges 
hovered an image of the Jew as a peculiarly and supremely inter
national force.

Though the “Protocols” served to substantiate the menace of the 
“International Jew,” his entry into the stream of American nativ
ism was largely independent of such exotic documents. Twice be
fore 1920 this world-wide power, conspiring against all nations, 
had invaded American imaginations: once during the “battle of the 
standards” in the i 89o’s, again (on a more limited scale) during the 
Frank Case on the eve of the World War. At both times factors 
that reappeared in 1920 had contributed to the concept. Both the 
nineties and 1914 were periods of depression, in which the coun
tryside suffered at least as much as the city from impersonal eco
nomic forces of international proportions. When hard times struck 
again in 1920, they bore down especially heavily on the agricul
tural areas. Townsfolk and rural people who had followed Bryan 
and Watson in the nineties now saw their wartime gains wiped 
out and the subjugation of their agrarian society confirmed. Also, 
the twenties repeated a second characteristic of the 1890*5, namely, 
a strong, diffuse nationalism not confined to a single foreign ad-
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versary but rather distrustful of a whole outside world. The isola
tionist reaction evident in 1920 pressed home the danger of world 
entanglements in a more conscious and articulate way than ever 
before. Whereas imperialism had swallowed up the free-floating 
jingoism of the nineties, and hyphenism had absorbed the assorted 
anti-foreign movements of 1914, the disillusion that followed the 
war left nationalists with no alternative to a thoroughgoing revul
sion from all global crusades or encounters. Thus, while economic 
distress aroused old resentments at an alien money-power, isolation 
seemed a last defense against a threatening world.

It may be significant too that the very disillusion responsible for 
the recoil from international engagements closed in upon demo
cratic reform as well. Though convinced that things had gone 
terribly wrong at home and abroad, men lacked the confidence 
to renew the progressive spirit of the prewar years. Their sense 
of social malaise, unallayed by substantial institutional reconstruc
tion, found more shadowy and less rational objects. All of the 
xenophobias rampant in postwar America benefited from this fail
ure of democratic morale, for it meant that the chief ideological 
check on the nativist traditions in the Progressive era was now 
relaxed. As far as anti-Semitism is concerned, the decline of pro- 
gressivism helps to explain why the kind of sentiment that Tom 
Watson had incited during the Frank Case became much more 
widespread in the early twenties. Watson had appealed to rural or 
small-town progressives whose faith in concrete reform was al
ready foundering and whose hatred of the trusts could be par
tially deflected to world conspiracies, Catholic and Jewish. Under 
the impact of the far greater disillusion of the postwar period, 
many more of the same kind of people found a substitute for re
form in tilting at an international enemy, half banker and half 
Bolshevik.

The new anti-Semitism secured its standard-bearer and its 
prophet in one of the commanding figures of the day, Henry Ford. 
In the Dearborn Independent, a general magazine which he pub
lished and distributed through his thousands of dealerships, Ford, 
in May 1920, launched an offensive against the International Jew 
which continued off and on for several years. Then and after, the 
“Flivver King” was enormously popular (and not a little feared) 
as America’s greatest industrialist, as a folk philosopher, and as a



potential politician. In 1923 he was one of the most popular and 
widely discussed candidates for the next Presidential nomination. 
That he was a food faddist, a suspicious factory-master, a man of 
mercurial mood swings and dogmatic opinions, and a quixotic cru
sader who once sent a boatload of pacifists to Europe to stop the 
World War, counted for little in the public eye. To millions he 
embodied the old pioneer virtues: a farm-bred simplicity con
temptuous of elegance or intellect, a rugged individualism, a genius 
for practical achievement.

Ford carried over into the industrial field not only the personal 
traits but also the. social ideas typical of his rustic background. The 
son of Michigan tenant farmers, he looked upon big cities as cess
pools of iniquity, soulless and artificial. He hated monopoly and 
special privilege. He jealously guarded his enterprises from banker 
influence and was regarded, in the words of the Detroit News, 
as “the recognized crusader against the money changers of Wall 
Street.” 40 In short, Ford, for all of his wealth, typified some of the 
key attitudes for which Watson had stood. It is hardly surprising 
that in Ford and in many others with an agrarian background, 
nativism took a violently anti-Semitic turn at a time of depression, 
isolation, and disillusion.

Each of the factors that apparently impelled the extension of 
anti-Semitism after the Red Scare affected Henry Ford in an acute 
and special way. The economic slump of 1920 hit him hard and 
early. Swallowing his scruples, he had borrowed f 7 5,000,000 in 
1919 from eastern bankers in order to buy out his partners. The 
decline of sales in 1920 left him loaded with debts and unsold cars. 
His anti-Je wish campaign began in the midst of this crisis, and at 
first his propaganda presented the International Jew solely in the 
role of financier. Jewish bankers, according to the Dearborn Inde
pendent, operating through a vast international network, dominate 
the American economy. The great struggle of the hour lies be
tween the contending forces of “international Finance” and “crea
tive Industry,” and apparently the latter cannot triumph until con
trol of the world is wrested from the Jewish money-kings.41

Ford’s plunge into anti-Semitism resulted at least as much from 
political disillusion as it did from economic difficulties. He regis
tered in a remarkably dramatic manner the general collapse of 
Wilsonian idealism. His assault on a Jewish world-conspiracy co-
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incided with an abrupt reaction on his part from an idealistic 
international outlook to a suspicious, somewhat cynical isolation
ism. After the failure of his “peace ship” in the winter of 1915- 
16, Ford had swung over to a Wilsonian position and had run for 
the Senate in 1918 as an avowed supporter of the League of Na
tions. Although his Americanization policies revealed a 100 per 
cent American streak, his outlook on the whole was liberal. To 
the horror of many business interests, the Dearborn Independent 
persisted throughout 1919 in championing the league, a world 
made safe for democracy, and “internationalism.” At the same 
time the journal criticized the Red-hunters for intolerance and 
for serving selfish material interests, looked forward to a new era 
of partnership between labor and capital, and proposed such re
forms as currency inflation and government ownership of the rail
roads.42 But in the early months of 1920 a sour note crept in. The 
war has not brought forth a better world, the Ford editorials con
fessed, first sadly, then in a dark and bitter spirit. “The world is 
sick. The world is showing foretokens of delirium. And the worst 
of all is that there are no doctors skilled in this kind of disease. 
. . . We shall have to save ourselves before we can hope to save 
any one else. Americanism still has a mission to the world.” 43 
Thereafter no more was said about the league, Ford lost interest 
in reform, and “internationalism” became an anti-Semitic epithet.

Ford himself repeatedly attributed his Jew-hatred to something 
he learned on his ill-fated peace expedition. As early as December 
1919, he was muttering privately, “I know who makes wars. The 
International Jewish bankers arrange them so they can make money 
out of them. I know it’s true because a Jew on the peace ship told 
me.” 44 Whoever did plant the seed in Ford’s mind, the fact that 
he afterward connected the failure of his peace efforts with the 
Jewish question (when in fact a Jewish pacifist had inspired the 
peace ship idea! ) indicates how deeply the acid of postwar disil
lusion affected him.

Soon the “Protocols” came to the attention of the Independent's 
editors, who proceeded to draw heavily upon them. Brasol and 
other reactionaries flocked to offer their services, and in time the 
paper exposed Jewish-control of everything from the Versailles 
Treaty to Tammany Hall, from baseball to Bolshevism. The sub
ject gripped Ford so obsessively that he would burst into sudden

284



harangues upon it among Detroit business associates, who wondered 
at times if he was becoming mentally unbalanced.45

Hardly any other reputable magazine or newspaper openly 
backed the agitation. It lacked the respectability which the broader 
Anglo-Saxon tradition had secured in the course of a long, indig
enous development; it rested on too insubstantial an intellectual 
foundation. Whereas native-born liberals directed only a scatter
ing fire at the Nordic doctrine, they retorted massively to the new 
anti-Semitic ideology. The Federal Council of the Churches of 
Christ, a meeting of four hundred Protestant ministers in Chicago, 
the Wisconsin state legislature, and a group of 119 distinguished 
Americans headed by Woodrow Wilson and William Howard 
Taft issued slashing denunciations.46 This opposition may have had 
some effect on Ford. The Independent's crusade slackened toward 
the end of 1921, perhaps because Ford was persuaded that it was 
endangering his Presidential prospects.47

Nonetheless, the anti-Jewish campaign excited nation-wide at
tention and met much sotto voce approval. A popular writer re
ported that scarcely a day passed without bringing him letters 
claiming that the Jews were plotting to control the world, and in a 
luridly advertised series of articles the general magazine, World's 
Work, elaborately explained that the real menace was not the 
International Jew but rather the Polish Jew.48 Although social dis
crimination was bitterest in the urban centers, which felt the pres
sure of a large and growing Jewish population, apparently the 
ideological attack emanated more from the hinterlands of the West 
and South. There the agricultural depression revived an old, 
thwarted hostility toward international finance, and a cultural iso
lation intensified political isolationism. The Dearborn Independent 
itself appealed chiefly to a countrified audience. Hardly an issue 
came out without one or more articles of specifically rural inter
est, from the aspirations of the Farm Bloc to the profits that might 
be made growing pecans.49 And constantly the Independent sang 
the values of that way of life.

Another index of the locus and relative importance of the anti- 
Semitic theme may be found in the chief organization that fostered 
it, the Ku Klux Klan. Since all of the xenophobias of the 1920’s 
flowed into this central apotheosis of a tribal spirit, the Klan
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furnishes a kind of litmus-paper test of rural nativism. Significantly, 
the Klan’s home was not in the great cities. Its strength came 
chiefly from the towns, from the villages, and from the ordinarily 
tranquil countryside. Through the theory and practice of a “noble 
Klannishness,” anti-Semitism achieved, for the first time in Ameri
can history, substantial organizational expression.

Klan propaganda echoed the Ford attack on the Jewish banker- 
Bolshevik, adding a special emphasis on vice that reflected the 
powerful strain of evangelical morality in the organization. To the 
Klan the Jew stood for an international plot to control America 
and also for the whole spectrum of urban sin—for pollution of the 
Sabbath, bootlegging, gambling, and carnal indulgence. Thus Klan 
publications described the Jew as a subversive radical, a Shylock 
seeking power through money, and a “Christ-killing” monster of 
moral corruption. All of these destructive forces radiated from the 
centers of population, and Klansmen had the assurance—in the 
words of one Oregon spellbinder—that in some cities “the Kikes 
are so thick that a white man can hardly find room to walk on the 
sidewalk.” 50

Still, later generations of Americans, remembering the Hitlerite 
groups of the 1930’s, can easily exaggerate the part that anti-Semi
tism played in the organized nativism of the postwar decade. The 
Jew occupied, on the whole, a distinctly secondary rank in the 
Klan’s demonology. On the level of ideas, other passions out
weighed, other hatreds outreached the attack on the Jew. As for 
direct action, he suffered largely from sporadic economic proscrip
tions. In southern as well as western towns boycotts harassed long- 
established Jewish merchants; sometimes enterprising Klansmen 
launched their own proudly labeled “ ioo per cent American” 
clothing stores.51 But personal violence was quite rare. Klan ener
gies found larger outlet in the older, more massive traditions of 
American nativism. It is time to turn to the whole range of the 
Klan’s operations, and to its central meaning.

The Klan Rides

In Atlanta on October 16, 1915, exactly two months after the 
Leo Frank lynching and at a time when excitement Over the case 
still ran high in Georgia, William J. Simmons conjured into being
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the Invisible Empire of the Knights of the Ku Klux Klan and 
anointed himself its Imperial Wizard. For a number of years Sim
mons had made a living in the rural South as a salesman and or
ganizer of national fraternal orders. He had promoted, or at least 
belonged to, more than a dozen of them, including Masonry, the 
Knights Templar, and the Woodmen of the World; in the latter 
he held the rank of colonel. As befitted a southern “colonel,” he 
had cultivated a majestic presence and a grand manner that belied 
his village origin. Now Colonel Simmons was launching a secret 
order of his own.

The idea was not wholly spontaneous. The Frank lynchers had 
called themselves the “Knights of Mary Phagan,” and Tom Watson 
was currently writing about the need for a new Ku Klux Klan.62 
In the same year a tremendously successful historical film (The 
Birth of a Nation) glorified the long-defunct Klan which ex-Con- 
federates had organized in the Reconstruction era to intimidate 
Carpetbaggers and Negroes. Simmons was just the man to revive a 
vanished sectional institution as an instrument of modern American 
nationalism. His cloudy wits spun with the myths and history of 
the South; his heart exuded southern sentiment as a plum does 
juice. From his father, a small-town doctor and an ex-officer in 
the original Klan, Simmons heard bewitching tales of how it saved 
white civilization. Undoubtedly he knew also about the subsequent 
tradition of night-riding, by which rural bands often masked in 
white caps meted out informal justice upon their neighbors. He 
liked to trace his original inspiration to a vision that came upon 
him at the turn of the century not long after he returned from 
serving in the Spanish-American War—a vision that turned the 
clouds one day into white-robed horsemen galloping across the sky.

Simmons supplemented these romantic traits with an evangeli
cal piety, a fine dramatic sense and, above all, the gift of the word. 
Converted by “the old-time religion” at a camp meeting, he had 
tried his hand at preaching before turning to the more lucrative 
field of fraternal work, and he remained a mellifluous orator. His 
first acts as Imperial Wizard were to draw up the high-sounding 
ritual of the Kloran, create a galaxy of Kleagles, Kligrapps, Cy
clops, Geniis, and Goblins, and summon his little band of followers 
to Stone Mountain, where they dedicated themselves before a 
flaming cross and a flag-draped altar to uphold Americanism,
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advance Protestant Christianity, and eternally maintain white 
supremacy.

In modeling his little society fairly closely on the Klan of yore, 
Simmons had in mind the same social objective of controlling the 
Negroes, who were (he believed) getting “uppity” again. Even at 
the outset, however, there were important differences between the 
two organizations, and they grew more sharp as the new Klan 
evolved. The latter, unlike its predecessor, was formed partly as 
a money-making scheme; Simmons, who was half visionary and 
half promoter, designed his own Klan as a fraternal order in the 
hope of enriching himself by selling insurance benefits to the mem
bership.53 Although the Klan failed to develop along such lines, it 
always remained something of a racket.

More importantly, it differed from the first Klan in being an 
avowedly patriotic fraternal order. Apparently the Colonel did 
not begin with an overtly nativist program, but his venture re
flected a strong nationalist impulse. It embodied the twentieth cen
tury fusion of primitive race-feelings with Anglo-Saxon nation
alism. The nineteenth century Klan, a product of sectional strife, 
had championed white supremacy (and white supremacy only) 
at a time when southern race-feelings clashed directly with na
tionalism. The new Klan reflected the coalescence of racial and 
national loyalties. Simmons’ organization dramatized what the 
more diffuse movements of the early twentieth century had al
ready revealed: the South was pushing into the forefront of Ameri
can nativism. Thus in contrast to the first Klan, which admitted 
white men of every type and background, the second Klan ac
cepted only native-born Protestant whites and combined an anti- 
Negro with an increasingly anti-foreign outlook. Always Anglo- 
Saxon nationalism remained one of the main pillars of its strength.

For five years after its founding, the Invisible Empire was far 
more invisible than imperial. It recruited during that time a maxi
mum of five thousand members and attracted practically no public 
attention. Part of its weakness came from Simmons’ impracticality. 
He wasted money, kept careless accounts, and generally showed 
no business sense. A greater impediment, however, was the tem
porary subsidence of racial nationalism just at the time when the 
Klan was forming. The war period offered very little occasion for 
and indeed inhibited the Klan’s raison d'être. Significantly, the
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order seems to have made what little progress it did by adapting 
itself to the typical pattern of wartime 100 per cent Americanism. 
Simmons joined an auxiliary of the American Protective League, 
turned his followers to spy-hunting, and began to envisage the 
Klan not as a benevolent order but as a vast secret service agency. 
One of the early, if not the first, public appearances of the Klan 
occurred late in the war in Montgomery, Alabama, when a hun
dred hooded Klansmen paraded through the main streets warn
ing slackers and spies to get out of town and demanding that all 
others aid the Red Cross and buy their share of Liberty bonds.54 
Thereafter, wherever the Klan went and whatever it did, it per
sistently worked to enforce the 100 per cent American ethic of 
coercive conformity. The success of the Klan awaited, however, 
the return of a climate of opinion congenial to its own distinctive 
background.

The period of expansion began in the summer of 1920. Simmons 
joined forces with a pair of hard-boiled publicity agents, dour- 
faced Edward Y. Clarke and his plump partner, Mrs. Elizabeth 
Tyler. Both had long experience in fund-raising drives. They took 
over the actual management of the Klan, entering a contract with 
Simmons that guaranteed them $8 out of every $10 initiation fee 
collected by their organizers. Clarke and Tyler then launched an 
impressive membership campaign, operating partly through news
paper publicity, more largely through agents who usually started 
in a community by soliciting at the Masonic lodges.55 In the next 
sixteen months they brought in about ninety thousand members. 
For this accomplishment Clarke and Tyler have generally re
ceived the whole credit. The secret of their success, however, lay 
essentially in the mood and circumstances of 1920. The whole 
complex of factors—depression, prohibition, and immigration; dis
illusion, isolationism, and reaction—that shunted 100 per cent Amer
icanism into the older nativistic channels contributed to the Klan’s 
growth. Never before had a single society gathered up so many 
hatreds or given vent to an inwardriess so thoroughgoing.

Among the special circumstances stimulating the Klan’s initial 
surge, not least was the agricultural depression that began in 1920. 
As cotton prices plunged catastrophically, desperate farmers in 
half a dozen states resorted to the old practice of night-riding in 
order to check the sale of cotton. All through the fall and winter of
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1920-21 masked bands roamed the countryside warning ginneries 
and warehouses to close until prices advanced. Sometimes they set 
fire to establishments that defied their edict. Occasionally there 
was shooting.56 Klan officials disavowed and apparently disap
proved of this wave of economic terrorism, which indeed was soon 
suppressed by law enforcement officials. Like previous nativist 
organizations, the Klan had no economic program and rarely func
tioned in economic terms except to enforce a pattern of discrim
ination. Nevertheless the gin-burners frequently wore Ku Klux 
garb,57 and their nocturnal exploits drew attention to the poten
tialities of the hooded order. Night-riding of a different kind 
flourished within the Klan, and it seems hardly doubtful that the 
organization diverted farmers’ economic frustrations into more 
socially acceptable types of aggression.

The first acknowledged public appearances of the Klan in the 
postwar period reflected its underlying racial spirit. On the eve 
of the election of 1920, Klansmen paraded in many southern towns 
as a silent warning against Negro voting.58 A large number of anti- 
Negro outrages were committed in the next few months under 
Klan auspices, provoked partly by fear that a “New Negro” had 
emerged from the war. (In point of fact, Negro veterans return
ing from France in 1919 and 1920 were often determined to stand 
militant and upright.) The men in white bludgeoned employers 
into downgrading or discharging Negro employees, intimidated 
Negro cotton-pickers into working for wages they would not 
otherwise accept, forced Negro residents out of a part of South 
Jacksonville coveted by whites, and branded the letters “KKK” 
on the forehead of a Negro bellboy.59 In these early months of 
expansion the organization presented itself very largely as a means 
for keeping “the nigger in his place.”

White supremacy remained an important theme even when the 
Klan spread into the North, but it would be a mistake to regard 
the Negro issue as the mainspring of its career. Fear of the “New 
Negro” rapidly declined as he either accepted his old place or 
moved to northern cities. By mid-1921 the Klan was specializing 
in attacking white people, and thereafter the great bulk of its 
disciplinary activities in all parts of the country had to do with 
whites.60 This shift of emphasis by no means indicated a slackening 
of the racial imperative. To a considerable degree, however, it
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suggested that race-thinking was more and more taking a nativistic 
and nationalistic direction. The Klan’s snowballing advance in the 
early twenties paralleled the upthrust of racial nativism in public 
opinion generally. And within the order an insistence on preserv
ing the superiority of the old Anglo-Saxon stock over foreigners of 
every description became pronounced. Edward Y. Clarke exempli
fied this trend in 1922 by defining the Klan’s mission as one of 
creating national solidarity by protecting “the interest of those 
whose forefathers established the nation.” 61 Other Klan leaders, 
in particularizing on the old stock’s interest, called immigration 
restriction the most momentous legislative issue of the day, as
serted that only Anglo-Saxons or Nordics had an inherent capac
ity for American citizenship, damned “the cross-breeding hordes” 
of the new immigration, and trembled lest the “real whites” fail 
to keep the nation “free from all mongrelizing taints.” 62 This em
phatic Anglo-Saxonism did not, of course, prevent the same men 
from ranting loudly at foreigners as such, on the plea that America 
must be made safe for Americans.

If the Ku Klux Klan had mobilized only this much of the emo
tional ferment of the period, if it had functioned only through 
an Anglo-Saxon version of 100 per cent Americanism and through 
related fears of Jews and of foreigners generally, it would have 
incarnated a very large part of the current tribal spirit. Yet the 
Klan had another big side. By embracing the anti-Catholic tradi
tion along with the racial tradition and the new anti-Semitism, it 
comprehended the whole range of post-1919 nativism. Anti-Ca
tholicism did not prevail as widely in American public opinion as 
did the Anglo-Saxon ideas reflected in the organization; an urban, 
materialistic culture had stifled in too many Americans the religious 
feelings on which Protestant xenophobia fed. Due, however, to 
the semirural base of the Klan, within its ranks anti-Catholicism 
actually grew to surpass every other nativistic attitude. In fact, a 
religious impulse, perverted but not devoid of idealistic implica
tions, accounts for much of the Klan’s distinctive energy, both as 
a nativist organization and as an agent of other kinds of repres
sions too.

Although the Klan was Protestant from the day its first cross 
burned on Stone Mountain, an anti-Catholic emphasis came into 
the order only in the course of its expansion in 1920 and 1921.
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Simmons, Clarke, and Tyler had not at first expected to sell the 
organization as a bulwark against Rome. The Klan’s stress on 
religious nativism, even more than the parallel expansion of its 
Anglo-Saxon agitation, reflected the passions of the people who 
joined it.63 By 1920 the anti-Catholic crusade that had appeared 
in the South and West after 1910 was reasserting itself more 
powerfully than ever. Under a prohibitionist governor, Alabama 
pointed the way as early as 1919. While laying plans for inspecting 
convents, the state also challenged Catholic (and secular) senti
ment by requiring daily Bible reading in the public schools, thus 
reviving a trend begun in Pennsylvania in 1913.184 The following 
year the tide came in strongly. Tom Watson’s Senatorial campaign 
spread about Georgia an impression that President Wilson had 
become a tool of the Pope; Governor Sidney J. Catts stomped up 
and down Florida warning that the Pope planned to invade the 
state and transfer the Vatican there; an able journalist reported 
that anti-Catholicism had become “second only to the hatred of 
the Negro as the moving passion of entire Southern communities”; 
Michigan and Nebraska debated constitutional amendments ban
ning parochial schools; and in Missouri the once-mighty anti- 
Catholic weekly, The Menace, revived under a new name, The 
T  orch.

Sentiment of this kind amounted to a standing invitation to 
secret societies. The first to respond prominently was not the 
Klan but rather the True Americans, a local southern organization. 
The T.A.’s acquired such influence in Birmingham in 1920 that 
they dominated the city administration and secured a purge of 
Catholic municipal employees.65 Before long Ku Kluxers eclipsed 
and very likely absorbed the True Americans. Klan propaganda, 
reviving all of the old stories about arms stored in Catholic church 
basements, began to lay special stress on the menace of Rome to 
the nation. Instead of relying entirely on professional organizers, 
the Klan engaged itinerant preachers as heralds of its message. In
creasingly its arrival in a new area was signaled by public lectures 
on popish conspiracies to destroy “the only truly Christian nation 
. . . where prophecy is being fulfilled.” 66 As if to demonstrate 
that the hatred transcended rhetoric, in the summer of 1921 a 
Methodist minister who belonged to the Klan shot to death a 
Catholic priest on his own doorstep, and incendiaries destroyed a
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Catholic church in Illinois two hours after a monster Klan initia
tion.67

The storm of anti-Catholic feeling, for which the Klan proved 
a wonderfully sensitive barometer, was closely related to the 
growth of fundamentalism. This militant repudiation of a liber
alized gospel and a secularized culture was making itself felt in 
the closing years of the Progressive era, but only after the World 
War did it become a major force in American Protestantism. In 
truth, fundamentalism owed so much to the emotional aftermath 
of the war that one may almost define it as the characteristic 
response of rural Protestantism to the disillusion following Amer
ica’s international crusade. The wartime hope for a new and bea
tific world had produced nothing but crime, moral chaos, and or
ganized selfishness on a grander scale than before. Surely here 
was proof that the nation had misplaced its faith, that the only 
true salvation for a sinful society lay in blotting out the whole 
spirit of innovation and returning to the theological and moral 
absolutism of an earlier day. Insistence on a Biblical Christianity 
naturally sharpened the historic lines of Protestant-Catholic cleav
age, but the vigor of anti-Catholicism in the twenties could only 
result from the affiliations between fundamentalism and 100 per 
cent Americanism. The fundamentalist determination to fix and 
purify a Protestant orthodoxy followed the same channels and 
obeyed the same laws that governed the course of 100 per cent 
Americanism. Both epitomized a kind of crusading conformity, 
reacted to a common disillusion, and represented an urge for iso
lation from an evil world. Who can wonder that the two move
ments intermingled in rural areas, or that fundamentalism ener
gized a religious version of postwar nationalism? 68

Simmons’ religiously tinged imagination had given the Klan an 
appropriate structure for the anti-Catholic spirit that it absorbed 
and magnified. The flaming crosses burning on hillsides, the altars 
erected at meetings, and the kneeling posture of suppliants at ini
tiation ceremonies were central in the Klan’s symbolism. Every 
klavem, or local unit, had a kludd, its chaplain, who opened each 
meeting with a prayer; the closing ritual consisted of a “kloxol- 
ogy.” As the Klan grew, it emphasized increasingly its militant 
Protestantism. Well-known hymns were modified and adopted as 
Klan songs. It became common practice for Klansmen to march

T H E  T R I B A L  T W E N T I E S  293



T H E  T R I B A L  T W E N T I E S

in a silent body into a Protestant church in the middle of a Sunday 
service and hand the minister a donation.69 The organization took 
a close interest in compulsory Bible reading in the public schools, 
and in several states it lent strong support to Bible-reading bills.70 
“Patriotism and Christianity,” said one Exalted Cyclops, “are pre
eminently the moving principles of the Knights of the Ku Klux 
Klan.” Another boasted: “The Klan stood for the same things as 
the Church, but we did the things the Church wouldn’t do.” 71

The things that the church would not do included general boy
cotts of Catholic businessmen, bringing pressure against Catholic 
public officials, and intimidation of many Catholic individuals. It 
would be futile, however, to try to estimate how much of this 
strong-arm activity applied to Catholics as opposed to foreigners, 
Jews, Negroes, and plain old-stock Americans. Contemporary ac
counts seldom identified the background of the Klan!s victims, a 
circumstance which in itself suggests how manifold the proscrip
tions were. The significant fact was that the crusading, evangeli
cal spirit behind the Klan turned it into a general instrument for 
moral regulation. Quite possibly (since it centered in areas where 
its foreign and Catholic enemies constituted only a small minority), 
most of the Klan’s coercions affected other native white Protes
tants. Certainly it differed from prewar nativist societies not only 
in embracing a variety of xenophobias but also in ranging far be
yond nativistic limits. Somewhat like the wartime American Pro
tective League, the Klan watched everybody.

In its function as censor and policeman of local morality, the 
Klan brought to a head the 100 per cent American heritage as it 
survived into the twenties. Impatient of legally constituted author
ity yet dedicated to the maintenance of law and order, local Klans 
saw themselves as agents for accomplishing what government was 
failing to do: they would work a moral regeneration by compelling 
all deviants or backsliders to adhere to the ancient standards of 
the community. Hardly any infraction of the village code seemed 
too petty for intervention. An undertaker refused the use of his 
hearse to a bereaved family unable to pay cash in advance; Klans- 
men drove him out of town. A businessman failed to pay a debt 
or practiced petty extortions; Klansmen tarred and feathered him. 
A husband deserted his family, or failed to support it, or main
tained illicit relations with women, or gambled too much; Klans-
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men paid him a minatory call. A widow of doubtful virtue scan
dalized the neighbors; Klansmen flogged her and cut off her hair.72 
Prohibition especially drew the order’s vigilance. Its most spectacu
lar clean-up campaign occurred in Herrin, Illinois, where lax law 
enforcement permitted wide-open saloons and flagrant vice, and 
where the large Italian Catholic population was held chiefly at 
fault. There the Klan carried out mass raids on homes and road
houses, engaged in pitched battles with the bootlegging faction, 
and temporarily seized the city government by force. The chaos 
extended over a two-year period, brought twenty deaths, and sub
sided finally in a great religious revival.73

Throughout this regulatory activity runs the war-born urge for 
conformity that had passed from anti-hyphenism, Americaniza
tion, and Palmer raids into fundamentalism and prohibition. No 
less important here is the other side of the 100 per cent American 
spirit, its crusading idealism. Ku Kluxers repeatedly justified their 
programs of action in terms of reform, though the reform con
sisted essentially of stabilizing the old order of things; and when 
first organized in a community, the Klan usually had the support 
of some of the “best people,” intent partly on improving the local 
situation.74 In the generation before the war this evangelical zeal 
for reform had poured into progressivism. The war directed it 
partly toward an international crusade, partly toward the main
tenance of homogeneity. When the disillusion that followed the 
war choked off any large international or progressive outlet for 
moral idealism, about all that remained of it in small-town America 
turned inward, in a final effort to preserve the values of the com
munity against change and against every external influence. Pro
fessor Frank Tannenbaum has summed up a good part of the Klan 
spirit as “an attempt to destroy the ‘evil’ that stands in the way of 
the millennial hope—a hope made vivid to many souls who actually 
believed that the war would usher in a ‘world fit for heroes to live 
in.’ ” 75 Perhaps, in the pageant of American history, the white- 
robed Klansman should stand in the place of Santayana’s genteel 
New Englander as the Last Puritan.

It was ironical but inevitable that the Klan crusade to purify 
and stabilize spread contamination and strife everywhere it went. 
The secrecy with which the order operated served to cloak many 
an act of private vengeance. With poetic justice it was held re-
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sponsible for crimes and cruelties that others committed in its name. 
Still worse, the Klan rent families, communities, and states, turn
ing husband against wife, neighbor against neighbor, and man 
against man, until it compacted an opposition as lawless as itself. 
And while hatred bred hatred outside its ranks, the poison of cor
ruption worked within.

In 1921 the Klan crossed the Mason and Dixon Line and began 
to attract nation-wide attention. By the end of the year it claimed 
to be operating in forty-five states and enrolling a thousand mem
bers a day.76 Nineteen twenty-two saw a tremendous expansion, 
demonstrated by great public ceremonies at which a thousand or 
more initiates would be sworn in at once.77 At the same time, like 
its nineteenth century predecessors, the organization entered poli
tics, not with any positive program but simply to show its strength 
by winning elections. In Georgia the Klan was instrumental in 
putting a very friendly governor in the state capitol. In Texas it 
spent lavishly in money and effort to send Earl Mayfield to the 
United States Senate. In Oregon Klan sentiment wrought a virtual 
political revolution, defeating a governor who had tried to sup
press its activities and installing a legislature that proceeded to 
enact several anti-Catholic measures.78 Hundreds of candidates for 
local offices in many states were indebted to the Klan vote.

Political power greatly increased the divisive effects of the or
ganization, partly because the Klan itself became an issue in elec
tions, partly because law enforcement officials often dared not curb 
its terrorism. Thus in the latter part of 1922 local authorities in 
Morehouse Parish, Louisiana, proved helpless in the face of a near- 
civil war between the Klan-infested parish seat of Bastrop and the 
more leisurely and aristocratic town of Mer Rouge. Bastrop was 
Dry and Baptist; Mer Rouge held the Klan and all its ways in 
contempt. A series of whippings culminated in the abduction and 
murder of a well-known Mer Rouge planter’s son and his com
panion. For months thereafter troops sent by the governor kept 
order while the pro-Klan sheriff and district attorney stood idle. 
Twice the Morehouse grand jury refused to admit that a crime 
had been committed.79

Meanwhile internecine strife rocked the Invisible Empire. While 
its national officials exercised very little control over the local 
klavems, an authoritarian constitution gave the members prac-
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tically no control over their national leaders. For many of the latter 
the organization had an attraction quite different from that which 
drew its followers. It was immensely lucrative, and the profits to 
be extracted from membership fees and political corruption in
cited constant turmoil at the top. Clarke levied upon the Klan 
royally; Simmons, who was drunk or sick much of the time, was 
putty in his hands. When news got around in the fall of 1921 that 
Clarke was living with his confederate, Mrs. Tyler, this affront 
to Klan morality strengthened a group endeavoring to unseat him, 
but Simmons clung to Clarke and banished his principal enemies. 
Clarke held on against mounting opposition until November 1922, 
when a coalition of state leaders got rid of him by intimidating 
Simmons into retiring to an honorary position. Simmons retained 
a following and later tried to regain control, but the national 
headquarters had passed definitely into the hands of a moon-faced 
Texas dentist, Hiram Wesley Evans. Ultimately Simmons sold 
out his interest in the Klan to the Evans group for a sum which 
they announced as $90,000 but which he said should have been 
$ 146,00o.80 Evans regularized financial practices somewhat, but 
still the money flowed richly into many pockets.81

The Klan torrent rolled onward through 1923, reaching a high 
point late in the year. By that time the organization had enrolled 
an aggregate membership probably close to three million. Arkansas 
and Oklahoma fell vassal to it, and a spectacular expansion in the 
Midwest made Indiana and Ohio the leading Klan states in the 
nation. Except for Colorado, the order touched the Rocky Moun
tain states only negligibly; it left no considerable impression on the 
Atlantic seaboard outside of Pennsylvania and upstate New York.82 
In Indiana and Texas, however, it could organize vast public gath
erings attended by seventy-five thousand people.

The tremendous midwestern expansion in 1923 threw a new 
demagogue into the limelight and opened another chapter in the 
struggle within the Klan. D. C. Stephenson emerged as the domi
nant figure in the northern Klans. He could corrupt a legislator as 
effectively as he could organize a membership drive, and with equal 
ease he could convince the rural masses that the President of the 
United States was leaning on him for advice. He lived in baccha
nalian style on an estate in Indianapolis; his political ambitions 
were boundless. As his power grew, he strove to wrest the na-
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tional headquarters from Evans. All through 1923 the fight for 
control went on behind the scenes, with Stephenson perhaps partly 
in alliance with the disinherited Simmons faction. In November 
an Evans henchman murdered Simmons’ attorney, supposedly to 
prevent an impending exposé. Somehow, that may have turned 
the tables against Stephenson. He surrendered his position in the 
national hierarchy of the Klan, but he rather than Evans retained 
paramount influence in Indiana.83

While this internal struggle raged, opposition was mounting on 
all sides. All along, the urban press and urban liberals had de
nounced the Klan with singular unanimity. Now it was also rous
ing a more formidable popular resistance. Old-stock conservatives, 
horrified at the chaos that the Klan bred, rallied against it. So did 
the miscellaneous corruptionists and enraged minorities it attacked. 
In the winter of 1922-23 the conservative governor of Kansas 
opened a drive against the organization by bringing suit to restrain 
it from all public appearances or activities. New York, under its 
Catholic governor, A1 Smith, took a series of legal steps that in
hibited Klan operations there. Minnesota, Iowa, and Michigan 
passed laws forbidding the wearing of masks in public.84

Oklahoma’s flamboyant governor, John Walton, cast legality to 
the winds in trying to crush the hooded order. Although elected 
by a farmer-labor coalition in 1922, he soon showed greater friend
liness toward grafters and big oil interests. The Klan supposedly 
controlled the state legislature and the Tulsa local government. 
Walton, in August 1923, took advantage of a series of floggings to 
put Tulsa County under martial law (later extended to the whole 
state). He imposed censorship on the leading Tulsa newspaper, 
forbade Klan meetings, established military courts to try Klan 
vigilantes, and used the National Guard to prevent the legislature 
from convening. When the legislature did succeed in assembling 
in November, it promptly impeached the governor.85

At the same time, anti-Klan mobs were beginning to lash back at 
the organization in areas where the immigrants were strongly en
trenched. A bomb wrecked the offices of the Klan newspaper in 
Chicago. In a suburb of Pittsburgh an angry throng pelted a white- 
robed parade with stones and bottles, killing one Klansman and 
injuring many others. In the small industrial city of Steubenville, 
Ohio, a mob of three thousand attacked a meeting of one hundred
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Klansmen. In Perth Amboy, New Jersey, a mob six-thousand- 
strong, led by Jews and Catholics, closed in on a Klan meeting 
place, overwhelmed the entire police and fire departments, and fell 
upon some five hundred Ku Kluxers, kicking, stoning, and beat
ing them as they fled.86

Such, from the West Frankfort riots of 1920 to the collapse of 
civil government in Oklahoma three years later, from the trium
phant demonstrations of racist scholarship to the nightmares of 
Henry Ford, were some of the fruits of nativism in a postwar 
world neither brave nor new.
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Ckapt&i Gleiten

Closing the Gates

N ordic V ictory Is S een  in  D rastic R estrictions

—Los Angeles Times headline, April 13, 1924

The general terms of the great immigration restriction laws of 
the early twenties stare up at us from the pages of every textbook 
in American history. We realize that these measures brought to 
culmination a legislative trend extending back to the 1880’s. It 
is not so obvious perhaps that they belonged equally to a cascade 
of anti-foreign statutes that began during the war. From the passage 
of the Espionage Act in 1917 through the tribal reaction of the 
twenties, state and national governments legislated almost cease
lessly against the successive dangers that seemed to arise from 
America’s foreign population. Immigration restriction marked 
both the climax and the conclusion of an era of nationalistic legis
lation.

During the war and its immediate aftermath, interest focused 
not on the old objective of restriction but rather on new policies 
of repression, Americanization, and deportation. By 1920, how
ever, about as much official coercion as the United States would 
tolerate had been undertaken; for some time to come further at
tempts to impose internal conformity would rest more completely 
in private hands. By 1920, also, the policies of Americanization 
and deportation, as massive ventures, were suffering general dis
credit. Political nativism shifted again toward its traditional goals, 
by the same maneuver that turned nativist thinking back into racial 
and religious channels. With new momentum the two main pre
war trends in legislation revived: economic discriminations against
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aliens, and immigration restriction. In respect to the former, the 
early twentieth century movement to exclude aliens from a wide 
range of white-collar jobs went forward again as soon as the war 
ended, and in the first half of the 1920*5 these proscriptions ac
cumulated more rapidly and extensively than ever before. Licens
ing acts in many states barred aliens from practicing medicine, 
surgery, chiropractic, pharmacy, architecture, engineering, and 
surveying, from operating motor buses, and from executing wills.1 
These state enactments paralleled the adoption by Congress of a 
more general kind of restriction: a human blockade sufficiently 
drastic to be generally considered at the time a permanent solution 
of the immigration question. And, in truth, the principles then 
adopted remain the foundation of our immigration law.

Restriction Reconsidered

The whole atmosphere in which the new restriction acts took 
shape was different from the atmosphere of similar debates in 
earlier decades. From the establishment of federal regulation in the 
1880’s until the World War, the main division in attitudes lay 
between those who wanted a general qualitative and quantitative 
restriction and those who held to essentially unrestricted Euro
pean immigration. A large but diminishing middle group remained 
indifferent or undecided. The restrictionists won only with the 
enactment of the literacy test on the eve of American entry into 
the war. Then the new nationalism of 1917 and 1918 changed the 
terms of discussion. At least in native American opinion, the issue 
after the armistice no longer concerned the desirability of restric
tion but simply the proper degree and kind. The war virtually 
swept from the American consciousness the old belief in unre
stricted immigration. It did so, very simply, by creating an urgent 
demand for national unity and homogeneity that practically de
stroyed what the travail of preceding decades had already fatally 
weakened: the historic confidence in the capacity of American 
society to assimilate all men automatically. And with the passing 
of faith in the melting pot there perished the ideal of American 
nationality as an unfinished, steadily improving, cosmopolitan 
blend. Once almost everyone except immigrant spokesmen tacitly
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conceded that immigration might overtax the natural processes of 
assimilation, supporters of a “liberal” policy had to retire from 
grounds of fundamental principle to an uneasy, relative position.

Partly as a result of acquiescence in the premise of restriction, 
the dwindling company of progressive thinkers and writers lacked 
the will (even if they had retained the means) to play a signifi
cant part in the legislative controversy. They might, and some
times did, rather querulously criticize specific restrictive proposals 
as irrational or prejudiced, but the leading journal of progressive 
opinion, the New Republic, as early as 1916 made the momentous 
confession: “Freedom of migration from one country to another 
appears to be one of the elements in nineteenth-century liberalism 
that is fated to disappear. The responsibility of the state for the 
welfare of its individual members is progressively increasing. The 
democracy of today . . . cannot permit . . . social ills to be ag
gravated by excessive immigration.” 2

The one real eifort on the part of liberals to define a clear-cut 
alternative to the main drift of postwar restriction revealed the 
distance that American opinion had traveled in a few short years. 
The Reverend Sidney L. Gulick, a former Protestant missionary 
in Japan, had advanced in 1914 a “nondiscriminatory” quota 
scheme designed to eliminate differential treatment of the Japanese 
by applying a uniform principle to all immigrant nationalities. 
Briefly, he proposed quotas for each nationality proportionate to 
the number of naturalized citizens and their American-born chil
dren already drawn from that nationality. Each year a federal 
commission would fix the total allowable immigration at a certain 
percentage, 10 or less, of those first and second generation citi
zens. In adopting the rate of naturalization as a standard, Gulick 
admitted that some nationalities were assimilated more easily than 
others and argued: “The proved capacity for genuine Americani
zation on the part of those already here from any land should be 
the measure for the further immigration of that people.” 3 This 
criterion would substantially reduce the new immigration, as Gu
lick pointed out. Nevertheless he enlisted a good deal of liberal 
support for his plan when he organized a National Committee for 
Constructive Immigration Legislation in 1918. When fully consti
tuted, the committee included such prominent liberals as Norman
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Hapgood, Frederic C. Howe, Robert E. Park, Louis F. Post, James 
Harvey Robinson, Vida D. Scudder, Oswald Garrison Villard, 
and Lillian D. Wald.4 Even this modest dissent from prevailing 
views lost force after 1920, and the committee disappeared from 
sight.

While native-born progressives surrendered to the restrictionist 
trend, big business maintained a tenacious opposition. Rooted in 
self-interest, the industrialists’ clamor against increasingly strin
gent legislation continued well into the twenties. After the war 
manpower shortage, corporations looked forward greedily to a 
revival of heavy immigration, expecting that it would beat down 
an inflated wage scale and curb the increased power of the unions. 
Through the Inter-Racial Council, the National Association of 
Manufacturers, and other trade organizations, business leaders even 
advocated repeal of the literacy test.5 Nevertheless, they too had 
actually retreated some distance from their prewar views. War
time emotions had worked upon their national consciousness, and 
the Red Scare frightened many of them at least temporarily. 
While few industrialists favored more rigid limitations on immi
gration, most of them now acknowledged the importance of some 
restrictive controls, on patriotic grounds. The National Association 
of Manufacturers confessed that immigration might endanger the 
nation and agreed with the nativists that policy must rest on “the 
needs and interest of America first.” The Commercial and Financial 
Chronicle looked about for a middle ground that would satisfy 
business needs but also ensure both racial preservation and “pro
tection against the poisonous agents and agencies of anarchy.” 6

These alterations in progressive and business thinking left the 
immigrants themselves pretty much isolated as uncompromising 
enemies of any general limitation on transatlantic movement. Dog
gedly, the immigrants set themselves to keep the gates of America 
as open as possible for their fellow countrymen. Still, the golden 
Irish voice of Bourke Cochran rose in the House of Representa
tives to oppose all restriction except on the criminal, the diseased, 
or the imbecile. Still, scrappy little Adolph Sabath, renowned in 
the greenhorn sections of every American city as the immigrant’s 
Congressman, protested in Bohemian accents at any modification 
of a historic American principle. On this issue the immigrant vote
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continued to outweigh the labor vote in major urban centers; * 
toward the end of the struggle twenty out of the twenty-two 
members of the New York state Democratic delegation in the 
House of Representatives issued an angry declaration excoriating 
the pending legislation.7

Meanwhile immigrant writers appealed constantly to the demo
cratic and cosmopolitan strains in the American heritage. Franz 
Boas continued to lead the attack on ideas of racial superiority. 
Some minority spokesmen still described the American people as 
an ever evolving, composite nationality, or America as a home 
of the oppressed.8 There was much rhapsodizing over “immigrant 
gifts,” with the Knights of Columbus sponsoring a series of books 
on the “racial contributions” of various immigrant groups.9 One 
Jewish intellectual, Horace Kallen, developed a radically new the
ory of American nationality in defense of minority cultures. Re
acting violently against the dominant 100 per cent American out
look, Kallen argued that true Americanism lay in the conserva
tion and actual fostering of group differences, not in melting them 
down or “contributing” them. At the time, his doctrine of cultural 
pluralism made little impression outside of Zionist circles.10 In
deed, the whole immigrant counteroffensive hardly dented the 
massive phalanx of native American opinion. Nor did the outcries 
of the new immigrants rouse any appreciable sympathy among 
their brethren from northern Europe. The Germans, by the end of 
1920 once more restored to favor through another swift reversal of 
judgment, were doubtless relieved that the lightning struck else
where. The Scandinavians showed their undiluted Americanism 
by joining in the cry for higher bars against the new immigration.11

If the enfeeblement of the opposition illustrates the new temper 
of discussion, the radical demands of postwar restrictionists bring 
us to the heart of the revolution in opinion. Agitation for legisla
tion did not await the events of 1920; it burst forth immediately 
upon the signing of the armistice in 1918. And from the very first, 
the new drive for restriction had a drastic quality inconceivable 
in the decades before the war. Nativists now demanded nothing

* Historians who have attributed immigration restriction primarily to 
agitation from the trade unions have not considered that the Congressmen 
most exposed to A.F.L. pressure were often precisely the ones who felt 
more strongly the anti-restrictionist pressure exerted by the immigrants.
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less than total suspension of all immigration for periods ranging 
from two to fifty years.

In its severity the idea had little precedent; in its appeal, none. 
Only during a few of the most excited moments of the 1890’s had 
the immigrants’ critics broached so extreme a proposal, and then 
not with the force they now commanded. Yet the reopening of 
the immigration debate on an exclusionist note is only another 
indication of how much the war altered the temper of American 
nationalism. It should occasion little surprise that both of the two 
main groups inaugurating the suspension campaign moved under 
the influence of 100 per cent Americanism.

Organized pressure came first from the American Federation 
of Labor. During the last week in December 1918, a special A.F.L. 
committee on postwar problems met with Samuel Gompers at the 
organization’s headquarters in Washington, D. C., and decided to 
push for a law stopping immigration for at least two years. Within 
a few days a bill containing the A.F.L. proposal came before the 
House Committee on Immigration, and the federation’s Canadian- 
born secretary, Frank Morrison, testified in its behalf. The fol
lowing summer, when the members of the A.F.L. first got a chance, 
at their annual convention, to approve this new line of action, they 
did so overwhelmingly.12

The union leaders justified their position primarily on the ground 
that demobilization would create great unemployment. Certainly 
this fear of economic dislocations and of the immigrants’ economic 
competition weighed obsessively on organized labor; Gompers an
nounced to the press in December 1918 that unemployment and 
wage reductions would form the principal dangers of the postwar 
era.13 But the economic threat of immigrant labor was an old story. 
It had always been the burden of the unions’ complaint against the 
foreign-born, yet never before had the A.F.L. advanced so severe 
a remedy. Why did labor now react so strongly? Could the war 
have injected a new consideration into its thinking?

Significantly, the A.F.L. urged a second reason for suspension, 
apart from economics. Immigration, it believed, had exceeded the 
nation’s capacity to unify and Americanize. This explicit appeal 
to national homogeneity had not graced official A.F.L. declarations 
before the war period. Gompers and the men around him had
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argued along strictly materialistic lines until about 1916, when the 
A.F.L. president in supporting the literacy test vented an im
passioned plea for developing “American character and national 
unity.” “America,” he wrote, “has not yet become a nation. It is 
still a conglomerated mass of various and diverse ethnic groups 
. . . honeycombed with ‘foreign groups’ living a foreign life.” 
Thereafter wartime emotions tugged harder and harder at Gom- 
pers, so that in 1917 he thought the A.F.L. convention “honey
combed” with German spies. When peace broke out, the Bolshe
vik danger kept him in a nervous state; no small part of his des
perate fear of postwar unemployment was due to a belief that it 
would breed revolutionary sentiment.14 Evidently the storm of 
nationalism lashing the whole country was affecting labor’s re
sponse to immigration, even when the unions rationalized their 
proposals in economic terms.

The second group initiating the exclusionist agitation consisted 
of out-and-out 100 per centers—newspaper editors, politicians, and 
leaders of patriotic societies. Often, as in the case of the American 
Defense Society, they had not the slightest sympathy with their 
allies in organized labor.

At first the super-patriots commonly addressed themselves to 
the prospect of a deluge of murderous Huns. A month after the 
armistice the National Civic Federation queried: “Shall we permit 
the bestial hordes who ravished Belgium [sic] women and bayo- 
netted little children to make their homes where American woman
hood is held sacred and where innocent childhood is loved?” 15 
But speedily the 100 per centers’ trepidations swung to the Red 
menace. How could the United States really guarantee itself against 
foreign radicalism without cutting off all immigration? Accord
ingly, the House Committee on Immigration reported a suspension 
bill to Congress early in 1919 with the argument that revolution
ists and Bolsheviks could be kept out of the country only by keep
ing everybody out. At least one ardent exclusionist, who apparently 
was more contemptuous than frightened of communism, had still 
another consideration in mind. Madison Grant commented wryly: 
“When the Bolshevists in Russia are overthrown, which is only 
a question of time, there will be a great massacre of Jews and I 
suppose we will get the overflow unless we can stop it.” 16
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In March 1919, when the Republicans took control of Congress, 
the chairmanship of the House Committee on Immigration passed 
into the hands of an unusually energetic and vehement nativist, 
Albert Johnson, who provided from that day forward most of the 
political leadership that the restriction movement was to have. The 
foreign danger was the governing passion of his whole Congres
sional career. First elected to Congress in 1912 on a restriction 
platform, he kept talking and working on the subject until the 
voters retired him twenty years later. He was not the incisive 
commander that Henry Cabot Lodge had once been. He had an 
ordinary intellect, a certain opportunism made him vacillate at 
times, and some of his more earnest associates thought he drank 
too much. But he exuded a certain crude vigor, people liked him, 
and above all he embraced the two bitterest aversions of his timber- 
rich constituency in southwestern Washington—a hatred of the 
Wobblies and a hatred of the Japanese.17 Consequently Johnson 
could spark with equal enthusiasm the anti-radical nativism of 1919 
and the wave of racial nativism that followed.

Nevertheless, the exclusion drive made no headway after the 
first few months of 1919. Congressional interest in the idea actually 
diminished so much as the year wore on that Johnson and his 
committee decided not to press their suspension bill.18 The fact was 
that the anticipated torrent of immigration failed to materialize. 
Instead, labor unrest and internal radicalism absorbed all of the 
attention that Congress could spare from peace-making. Far from 
being inundated, the country witnessed a mounting exodus of for
eigners. Meanwhile the House Committee on Immigration found 
headlines easier to capture by investigating alleged “coddling” of 
Red deportees at Ellis Island than by crusading for exclusion. John
son plunged headlong into the Red Scare, ending up as the chief 
instigator of impeachment proceedings against Louis F. Post. What 
energy Johnson could spare for legislation was given to securing 
more sweeping laws for deporting aliens;19 the issue of keeping 
them out had to rest for the moment.

So matters stood while the Red Scare ran its course, while the 
Americanization movement continued, while the flush of postwar 
prosperity lasted. So they stood until the nation lumbered into the 
summer of 1920.
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The First Percentage Law

Now the transatlantic tide was turning. Now transportation lines 
were fully operative once more, a better time had come in Eu
rope, and she was sending forth again her teeming humanity. Now 
the literacy test got its first real trial.

The test proved a fairly coarse sieve. When first proposed in the 
1880’s, this criterion undoubtedly would have effected a substantial 
reduction. Then it barred anyone unable to read and write. Dur
ing the confident years of the early twentieth century, Congress 
watered it down to a simple reading test, and in that form it be
came law. In the meantime the literacy rate in Europe had steadily 
risen. The postwar inrush of immigrants who could pass the test 
showed every sign of soon equalling the size of the indiscriminate, 
prewar movement. Net alien arrivals in the latter half of 1920 
averaged fifty-two thousand monthly, and by February 1921, the 
jam at Ellis Island had become so great that immigration authori
ties were hastily diverting New York-bound ships to Boston.20

The fresh influx was caught up immediately in the whole seeth
ing readjustment in American conditions and attitudes. Most obvi
ously the immigrants collided with an unemployment problem that 
developed in the last months of 1920, along with a general business 
depression. Newspaper cartoonists sketched the picture: a deluge 
of foreigners pouring from ships while crowds of idle American 
workers stood watching.

The concurrent ideological changes were less immediately ap
parent, but one may doubt if they were any less deeply felt. The 
declining Red Scare left an afterglow of vague suspicion that the 
immigrants harbored subversive designs; yet the passing of the 
mood of 1919 ended hopes that any quick internal therapy could 
cure the nation’s ills. The collapse of the Americanization move
ment, which had seemed to many the most positive way to deal 
with immigration, suggested that only preventive action could pre
serve the nation; and the failure of the Americanizers to transform 
the alien seemed ample evidence of his unassimilable nature.21 In a 
climate gray with disillusion, a racial nativism pinpointed on the 
new immigration was coming back in fashion. A growing isola
tionism poisoned the atmosphere still further, and for many the
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Jews were becoming a special bogey. When Congress reassembled 
in November 1920, the occasion had arrived (in the words of a 
representative from Minnesota) for “a genuine 100 per cent Ameri
can immigration law.” 22

Without troubling with extended hearings, Johnson’s committee 
refurbished and reintroduced its two-year suspension bill, softening 
it somewhat by exempting close relatives of resident aliens. Ad
mittedly, the proposal was a stopgap, designed as such to meet the 
dread crisis at Ellis Island and allow Congress time to work out a 
permanent policy. The House of Representatives acted swiftly. It 
cut the period of suspension to one year and, within the space of 
a week, passed the bill by an immense bipartisan majority of 296 
to 42. All but one of the negative votes came from industrial areas 
between Chicago and Boston.23

Congressional restrictionists knew that public opinion upheld 
them, even if some of the big city newspapers remained critical. 
Consequently the supporters of the bill felt little need to engage 
in elaborate justifications. Was it not enough to realize that a ter
rible emergency had befallen the nation? The vision of hungry 
Europe inundating jobless America provided, therefore, the main 
theme of debate, and enough of the spirit of the Red Scare en
dured to furnish supplementary reflections on the immigrants’ Bol
shevistic and disloyal propensities. Apparently the doctrines of 
racial nativism had not yet regained a wide enough currency to 
play much part in the discussion. On the other hand, a consider
able strain of anti-Semitism was present.

A postwar wave of persecution in central and eastern Europe 
was bringing the United States 119,000 Jews during the fiscal year 
1920-21, and the sponsors of the suspension bill made as much of 
this condition as they dared. From an official in the State Depart
ment known as a pronounced anti-Semite, Johnson secured a re
port paraphrasing comments by American consuls overseas on the 
pernicious character and gigantic proportions of Jewish emigration. 
According to this document, America faced an inundation of “ab
normally twisted” and “unassimilable” Jews—“filthy, un-American, 
and often dangerous in their habits.” The House Committee on 
Immigration appended these comments to its own report in favor 
of the suspension bill and used them to suggest that the present 
immigration was largely Jewish. This strategy made a strong im-
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pression. It left a conviction in various quarters that the chief 
purpose of the immigration law of 1921 was to keep out the Jews.24

Before the Johnson bill could become law, however, it had to 
clear the Senate and receive executive approval. The Senate proved 
less responsive than the House to nativist influence. The Republi
can leadership in the Senate heeded solicitously the counsels of 
business interests, and prospects of a suspension of immigration, 
even on a temporary basis, filled employers of foreign labor with 
dismay. The Senate Committee on Immigration was dominated 
by eastern Republicans like its chairman, Le Baron Colt of Rhode 
Island, who kept both the interests of the businessman and the 
votes of his foreign-born employees in mind. Refusing to grant 
that a calamity impended, Colt’s committee opened leisurely hear
ings at which southwestern cotton growers, Colorado beet pro
ducers, building contractors, the National Federation of Construc
tion Industries, and the National Association of Manufacturers 
protested against exclusion. For a while it seemed that all action 
might be postponed.25

Public pressure was too strong to flout, however, and the great 
majority of Senators shared the popular desire at least to cut down 
on the new immigration. A moderate restrictionist, Senator Wil
liam P. Dillingham of Vermont, offered a plan designed to do just 
that. His scheme would not affect existing arrangements which 
excluded most Asiatic immigration, nor would it interfere with the 
unrestricted movement of Canadian and Latin American labor 
into the United States. But it would limit European immigration 
during the coming year to 5 per cent of the number of foreign- 
born of each nationality present in the United States at the time 
of the last available census, that of 1910. This percentage plan 
would hold the new immigration to an annual maximum of a quar
ter of a million without reducing the normal flow from north
western Europe.26

Dillingham, who headed the old prewar United States Immigra
tion Commission, had presented a similar bill back in 1913. The 
idea probably originated with his able secretary, William Walter 
Husband, who came to Washington with Dillingham early in the 
century. Husband had served as executive secretary for the Immi
gration Commission and was probably responsible for the inclu
sion, among the commission’s recommendations in 1911, of the
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first vague formulation of a percentage plan.27 But the country was 
not ready for it until the twenties.

The Dillingham bill passed the Senate with practically no oppo
sition except from southern and western Senators who wanted 
complete suspension. The House of Representatives then aban
doned its suspension plan in favor of the quota system but per
suaded the Senate to reduce the quotas from 5 per cent to 3 per 
cent of the 1910 census. This would restrict European immigration 
to a maximum of about 350,000 and assign most of that total to 
northwestern Europe.28 So the bill came before Woodrow Wilson 
in his last days in office. Supported by the adverse recommenda
tion of Secretary of Labor William B. Wilson, the President simply 
ignored the bill, allowing it to die by withholding his signature. 
The ailing, rejected chief of state never explained his silent scorn, 
and his available papers provide no clue to it.28 Did he still remem
ber his iron-clad promises to the immigrants in 1912? Did his mind 
turn back to the cosmopolitan ideals that echoed through his 
earlier vetoes of the literacy test? Whatever the case, Wilson’s 
disapproval was an anachronism in the world of 1921. It may stand 
as the inarticulate swan song of unrestricted immigration.

This last Presidential veto made no real difference. The die was 
cast. The new chief executive, Warren G. Harding, was summon
ing a special session of Congress, and Harding was a different sort 
of fellow. The bill that Wilson had blocked was reintroduced in 
both houses, Johnson now supporting it rather than his own sus
pension plan. The measure cleared the House in a matter of hours 
without a record vote, passed the Senate by 78 to 1, and became 
law in May.30

Although adopted as very temporary legislation, the law of 1921 
proved in the long run the most important turning-point in Amer
ican immigration policy. It imposed the first sharp and absolute nu
merical limits on European immigration. It established a nationality 
quota system based on the pre-existing composition of the Amer
ican population—an idea which has survived in one form or an
other through all subsequent legislation. It ensured especially that 
the new immigration could not reach more than a small fraction 
of its prewar level. Above all, the policy now adopted meant that 
in a generation the foreign-born would cease to be a major factor 
in American history.
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Deadlock, 1921-192$

One may doubt that a grave emergency existed before the pas
sage of the new law; immigration was already slackening in the 
early months of 1921, reflecting somewhat tardily the business de
cline. On the other hand, the law most certainly created an emer
gency. Since no more than one-fifth of a nation’s annual quota 
could be used in any single month, steamship companies made a 
rush to land their human cargoes early in June. During the first 
few days of the month twelve ships docked at New York and 
Boston. They overflowed the Italian quota for the month, nearly 
exhausted the Polish and Rumanian quotas, and filled more than 
half the month’s quotas for several other countries. The surplus 
was held on board ship while the authorities wondered what to do. 
In Boston harbor a thousand half-hysterical Italians jammed the 
steerage in one hapless ship.

Much to Congressman Johnson’s disgruntlement, the Secretary 
of Labor allowed the Italians to land temporarily, under an escape 
clause in the law permitting him in special circumstances to dis
tribute excess immigrants over future monthly quotas. But similar 
scenes were re-enacted regularly. The steamship lines competed 
fiercely for the reduced immigrant traffic, and the first of each 
month saw a frantic race for Ellis Island. On the last day of a 
quota period ocean liners—sometimes a dozen or more—anchored 
just outside the port of New York, waiting until midnight when 
they would make a dash for the harbor. Gradually administrative 
policy tightened, fewer exemptions were allowed, and whole boat
loads of heartsick immigrants were sent back across the Atlantic.31

In the face of these difficulties, the Congressional restrictionists 
scarcely knew which way to turn. While the “emergency” law 
created harsh injustices, it also demonstrated that a workable act 
would require very careful thought and involve many technical 
considerations. Above all, the present law was effecting a great and 
satisfying decrease in immigration, and one must beware lest hu
mane amendments should in any way weaken it. Better let present 
hardships continue a while longer than take a false step. With little 
fuss, therefore, Congress in May 1922 extended the life of the tem
porary law for two more years.32
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Meanwhile Albert Johnson and his committee were busily gath
ering ideas for a permanent restriction policy. More or less from 
the outset they aimed not just for a more practical law but also for 
a stricter one. They could not, it was now clear, bring about total 
exclusion. Although the A.F.L., the American Legion, and many 
southern Congressmen kept doggedly urging such a policy,33 it 
seemed unattainable in the face of diplomatic and economic ob
jections. On the other hand, the committee would not rest content 
with a quota system that still admitted more than 150,000 from 
southern and eastern Europe annually. This determination re
flected, of course, the general spirit of 100 per cent Americanism, 
but it also showed something more. Through the whole movement, 
from 1921 on, for more drastic curbs on the new immigration ran 
an increasingly assertive racial nativism. Out of the rising vigor of 
the racial tradition in the early twenties came one plea after an
other for an immigration law designed specifically to keep the old 
stock from becoming “hopelessly bogged down in the mire of 
mongrelization.” 34 The House Immigration Committee, dominated 
by southern and western Congressmen, proved a sensitive barom
eter to the trend of opinion.

Johnson’s own contacts with leading race-thinkers went back a 
long way. He knew Prescott F. Hall of the Immigration Restric
tion League before the war, and he consulted often with the 
league’s lobbyist after assuming the chairmanship of the House 
Committee. By 1920 Hall was sinking into a fatal illness, and others 
were stepping into the role that the Immigration Restriction League 
had played for so long. By then Madison Grant was in active corre
spondence with Johnson,35 who was much impressed by the thesis 
of Grant’s book, The Passing of the Great Race. The rough-and- 
tumble politician from the West Coast became fairly well ac
quainted with the fastidious Park Avenue socialite, for they met 
together both at the Capitol and in New York.36

Perhaps partly through Grant’s intercession, other patrician east
erners joined the circle around Johnson as time went on. Lothrop 
Stoddard came to testify. Kenneth Roberts practically camped in 
the committee’s offices while working on his immigration series 
for the Saturday Evening Post,37 Johnson was especially pleased 
to enlist the cooperation of a leading eugenicist, Harry H. Laughlin, 
who was Charles B. Davenport’s right-hand man at the genetics
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laboratories at Cold Spring Harbor, Long Island. Laughlin super
vised the Eugenics Record Office, which Davenport had established 
there in 1910 to study the hereditary traits of the American popu
lation. Laughlin gave the House Committee, and through it the 
American people, an extensive education in the importance of bas
ing immigration policy on scientifically racial rather than eco
nomic considerations. After Laughlin’s first appearance before the 
committee in 1920, it appointed him its “expert eugenics agent.” 
In this capacity he testified from time to time on the bad breeding 
stock that was entering the country and spoiling its inborn na
tional qualities. His most highly publicized report to the commit
tee presented statistics on the inmates of American mental hos
pitals, jails, and poorhouses, to show that the new immigration con
tained a disproportionate percentage of “inborn socially inadequate 
qualities.” 38 Johnson always treated Laughlin with great deference, 
and apparently the esteem was reciprocal. In 1923 the Eugenics Re
search Association at Cold Spring Harbor elected Albert Johnson 
its president.39

While Laughlin gave the committee’s deliberations scientific 
prestige, Johnson got more practical advice and encouragement 
from another member of New York’s nativist elite, John B. Trevor. 
Trevor was a well-to-do lawyer, a member of the best clubs, an 
old friend of Charles Stewart Davison, who headed the American 
Defense Society, and a fellow trustee with Madison Grant of the 
American Museum of Natural History. During the war Trevor 
became an Army captain, and he proudly retained the title for the 
rest of his life. As the commanding officer of the Military Intelli
gence Division in New York City immediately after the war, he 
acquired a lively interest in the radical movement on the Lower 
East Side. The Jews bothered him especially, but the whole sub
ject of immigration became a pressing concern. He went to Wash
ington voluntarily in January 1921 to tell Congress what he had 
learned in the Army about the overwhelmingly foreign character 
of New York radicals,40 and he made a strong impression on John
son. Before long Trevor was drawn into intimate association with 
the committee. He sat in on informal meetings of the restrictionist 
majority, fed ideas to it, and contributed to the drafting of reports, 
all on a voluntary, unpaid basis.

With this talent at its disposal, the committee by the fall of 1922
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was developing its fundamental strategy. It would keep the per
centage system but reduce the quotas from 3 per cent to 2 per 
cent. Furthermore, it would change the census base from 1910 to 
1890, when the new immigration constituted only a tiny part of the 
American population. By calculating quotas on the basis of the 
number of foreign-born in the United States in 1890, the govern
ment could not only reduce the total annual immigration but also 
choke off all but a trickle from southern and eastern Europe. The 
committee drew up an elaborate bill to this effect in the hope that 
Congress would approve it before adjourning in March 1923.41

Then a change in the course of events suddenly threw the re- 
strictionists on the defensive, stalling their bill completely and 
even threatening for a time to roll back the nativist tide. The eco
nomic indices were turning upward. The depression that struck in
1920 was clearly breaking up by the latter part of 1922, and tidings 
of a new age of prosperity were abroad in the land. As markets 
opened up and unemployment shrank, businessmen felt the pinch 
of a labor shortage again. Unskilled labor became especially tight, 
because the war had converted so much raw manpower into skilled 
labor and because immigration was now rigidly limited. Conse
quently, wages soared. By the spring of 1923 common laborers re
ceived an unheard-of $6.50 per day, bricklayers twice as much or 
more.42 Industrialists who had acquiesced grudgingly in the law of
1921 now clamored for its liberalization. During the winter and 
spring of 1922-23, steel corporations, construction industries, and 
copper mining and smelting interests took the lead in a powerful 
and widespread business campaign to soften the attitude of Con
gress and of the administration. James Emery, lobbyist for the Na
tional Association of Manufacturers, was never busier in the corri
dors of the Capitol on matters of immigration; the United States 
Chamber of Commerce proposed adding another 2 per cent to the 
present quotas “on a selective basis”; and Judge Gary, head of the 
United States Steel Corporation, announced bitterly at a stock
holders’ meeting: the present law is “one of the worst things that 
this country has ever done for itself economically.” 43 The business 
protests also received considerable support from big farmers ap
palled at the exodus of their hired hands to the cities.44

Briefly this pressure had some effect, notably among administra
tion Senators. Chairman Colt of the Senate Immigration Committee
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introduced in behalf of the N.A.M. a bill retaining the quota sys
tem but permitting the entry of additional immigrants in periods 
of labor shortage. (The N.A.M. regarded this as a first step toward 
a genuinely flexible policy.)45 Another eastern Republican, David 
A. Reed of Pennsylvania, developed a compromise between busi
ness and nativist demands, designed to increase the total allowable 
immigration while reducing the southeastern European share of it. 
His plan sounded appealing to conservative Senators, but it came 
up against the stubborn fact that northwestern Europeans were 
using only half of their present quotas. Thus any decrease in the 
new immigration would, from a business point of view, simply 
make matters worse. And all of this furor failed to budge the 
nativist leaders in the House of Representatives from their draconic 
intentions.

The result was a stand-off. Johnson’s bill clearly had no chance 
in the Senate, and the A.F.L. refused even to support it in the 
House for fear of crippling amendments.46 On the other hand, 
the corporations had won nothing but a breathing spell. Their pro
posals for relaxing the policy of 1921 met little sympathy in pub
lic opinion. The Saturday Evening Post was growling at the manu
facturers for being unwilling to adjust their businesses to the well
being of the nation, and the majority of the urban press received 
Judge Gary’s outburst against the new immigration policy with 
cold hostility.47 The Republican leaders in both houses decided to 
defer the whole issue to 1924. A weary Congress adjourned for its 
first long vacation in several years, with nothing settled, with no 
one satisfied, and with only one certainty ahead. Something would 
have to be done when the legislators met again, lest the temporary 
act lapse with no new barriers to replace it.

The Nordic Victory

The air had wonderfully cleared by the time Congress reassem
bled in December 1923. Industry had passed through another sea
son df restricted immigration unscathed by the economic chaos its 
spokesmen sometimes predicted during the preceding winter. 
Wages were still spiraling upward, to be sure, but so were produc
tion and profits, even more dramatically. In large measure the in
dustrial boom arose from tremendous advances in mechanization.
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Efficiency and standardization accelerated as never before; ma
chines replaced muscles on an unprecedented scale. To the extent 
that the decline of immigration after the war encouraged capital 
investments in machinery, restriction probably stimulated the 
whole upward trend. In any event businessmen were discovering 
that the iron men, combined with growing migration of black men 
from the rural South, were emancipating industry from its historic 
dependence on European manpower. Business journals began to as
sure their readers that a permanent solution of the immigration 
problem had arrived. “Machinery,” one business editor wrote, 
“ ‘stays put/ It does not go out on strike, it cannot decide to go to 
Europe, or take a job in the next town.” 48 

While such reassurances allayed employers’ economic worries, 
the pressure of racial nativism beat steadily upon them. Instead of 
turning back the current of race-thinking, industrialists found their 
own ranks increasingly infected by it. In December 1923, the Na
tional Industrial Conference Board, a research and publicity agency 
for thirty-one leading industrial associations, held a big conference 
on immigration at the Hotel Astor in New York. Over a thousand 
businessmen attended, and their discussions revealed a paralyzing 
uncertainty. On the one hand, most of them disliked the prospect 
of further restrictions on immigrant labor. On the other hand, 
there was much concern over the effects “of mixture of races upon 
the virility and social progress of our nation.” In opening the con
ference the N.I.C.B.’s director conceded that immigration was “es
sentially a race question—a question of the kind of citizenship and 
national life we desire to develop in the United States.” One dele
gate unwittingly summed up the dilemma in business thinking by 
proposing this as a guiding principle: “Immigration from, and emi
gration to countries peopled by races with which inter-marriage 
gives deteriorated (or ‘half-breed’) and unsatisfactory results— 
races socially and politically unassimilable—should be permitted by 
all governments concerned only for commercial purposes.” 49 

In this frame of mind the big employers lacked the resoluteness 
and conviction to wage another fight. The National Association of 
Manufacturers and the United States Chamber of Commerce rec
ommended early in 1924 that the quotas of 1921 be retained rather 
than reduced,50 but neither organization brought any pressure to 
bear upon Congress to that end. In contrast to the commotion a
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year earlier, industrialists looked on passively, with little com
plaint, as the politicians proceeded to raise the barriers against 
European immigration still higher.51 The business withdrawal made 
the passage of a more stringent law relatively easy, because no 
hand was now raised against it except that of the immigrants who 
suffered from it.

For them the fight went on to the bitter end. Since the brunt of 
the restrictionist attack was aimed more than ever at the supposedly 
racial qualities of the new immigration, it stung the Jews, the Ital
ians, the Slavs, and the Greeks deeply. The concentration of these 
nationalities in the manufacturing states of the Northeast and Mid
west meant that some of the same Senators responsive to big busi
ness had to take the new immigrant vote into account too. The 
nativists, therefore, still had to deal with a cautious attitude among 
an influential group of Senators, as well as angry opposition in the 
House from a small body of immigrant representatives. The hour 
had grown too late, however, for this lingering resistance to divert 
the nativists from their general course. Even the approach of a 
Presidential election did not, for the first time since the beginning 
of the restriction movement, delay its advance. The country took 
for granted the enactment of a stringent restriction law in the 
spring of 1924; consequently, the question attracted much less 
popular interest than the more controversial issues of tax reduction 
and the Harding scandals.52 All that really remained was for Con
gress to translate the prevailing nationalist spirit into a specific leg
islative design.

Without exercising any real leadership or endorsing any definite 
restrictive scheme, the new Coolidge administration gave the cause 
its general blessing. President Coolidge’s first annual message to 
Congress called for some action in order that America might be 
kept American. Unofficially, Coolidge had already lent his name 
to the Nordic theory in a popular article on immigration published 
in 1921. Biological laws, Coolidge or his ghost writer had averred, 
show us that Nordics deteriorate when mixed with other races.53 
Secretary of Labor James J. Davis took an especially lively interest 
in restriction and had an ardent attachment to Nordic nationalism. 
To Davis, a Welsh iron puddler by birth and background, the dif
ference between old and new immigrations seemed roughly equiv
alent to a difference between the beaver type that built up Amer-
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ica and the rat-men trying to tear it down; and obviously rats could 
never become beavers.54 Davis toured Europe in the summer of 
1923 in an effort to work out a plan for consular inspections of 
prospective immigrants and their family backgrounds (an idea that 
Laughlin also recommended on eugenic grounds), but the House 
Committee on Immigration thoroughly overhauled the proposals 
that Davis submitted to it.55

The direction of affairs still rested with Albert Johnson and the 
men around him. Johnson’s purpose was fixed. He wanted to put 
European immigration on 2 per cent quotas computed from the 
1890 census, thereby cutting the Italian quota from 42,000 to 
about 4,000, the Polish from 31,000 to 6,000, the Greek from 3,000 
to ioo.56 Also, if possible, he wanted to exclude completely the 
Japanese, sweeping aside the Gentlemen’s Agreement of 1907. 
Some members of the House Committee doubted the wisdom of 
flouting a treaty obligation, but the passions of the southern and 
western committeemen carried the day. Since other Orientals were 
already barred, they argued, it was no discrimination to treat the 
Japanese like the rest of their race.57

But what about discrimination between Europeans? Was it not 
unfair and discriminatory to shift to an antique census base in order 
to favor the old immigration at the expense of the new? Johnson 
knew that his bill would face this charge, and it worried him. His 
concern at this point was significant. Despite the committee’s actual 
determination to discriminate against southeastern Europe, it could 
not admit to any but equitable intentions. Despite the prevalence 
of racial nativism, Johnson could not openly justify his bill on 
grounds of Nordic superiority. The use of the 1890 census would 
have to be rationalized as a way of treating all Europeans by a 
principle of true equality. That much tribute, at least, America’s 
democratic creed demanded. Only a minority went the whole way 
of racism with Madison Grant, explicitly repudiating democratic 
ideals and Christian values in the interest of a Nordic philosophy. 
In popular thought, if not in the minds of an avant-garde of in
tellectuals, American nativism still had to live side by side with the 
spirit of democracy and the instinct of fair play and come to some 
terms with them.

Johnson’s unofficial adviser, Captain Trevor, supplied a brilliant 
solution. Trevor saw that if the aim of the Johnson bill (shifting
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the quota base from 1910 to 1890) was to keep the new immigra
tion from encroaching on the dominant position of the Great Race 
that founded and developed America, then the bill amounted to 
an effort to preserve the racial status quo. What, then, was the 
present racial situation in America, and how did the proposed 
quotas jibe with it?

The great bulk of the American people, Trevor realized, derived 
from northwestern Europe. If one could work out a statistical pic
ture of the hereditary backgrounds of the present population, quo
tas based on a past census might be shown to correspond fairly 
with (and therefore perpetuate) the existing racial balance. In 
other words, any census, past or present, could be construed as 
racially fair for restriction purposes if it yielded quotas roughly 
proportionate to the present ratio between the old stock and the 
new immigrant stock in the whole American population.

With these assumptions, Trevor formulated an attack on the 
percentage scheme adopted in 1921, and in doing so he completely 
turned the tables on the charge of discrimination leveled against 
Johnson’s proposal. Clearly, quotas based on the number of for
eign-bom of various nationalities in the United States in 1910 did 
not reflect the racial status quo: by 1910 northwestern Europeans 
had lost the preponderant position among the foreign-born which 
their descendants still retained among the native-born. By a racial 
yardstick, the existing law could be charged with actually discrimi
nating against the old stock, because it gave northwestern Euro
peans a smaller share in the annual quota immigration than they 
had in the total American population. Thus the use of the 1910 
census really favored southeastern Europeans! Congress should 
base quotas on an earlier census, when the old immigration fur
nished the vast majority of America’s foreign-born, in order to do 
justice to everybody’s ancestors.

The argument depended, of course, on a statistical breakdown 
of the origins of the present American population, against which 
the present and proposed quota systems might be compared. Clin
ton Stoddard Burr had attempted such a breakdown a couple of 
years before in Americas Race Heritage. Trevor may have known 
of Burr’s work, though it would not do to use Burr’s explicitly 
Nordic and non-Nordic categories. Accordingly Trevor prepared 
for Johnson’s committee a statement on the quota problem, using
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figures on national origins to make an approximate “racial analysis” 
of the current population of the United States.

The analysis sought to prove that quotas based on the census of 
1890 would not discriminate either against the old immigration or 
against the new. By relying on a recent census monograph that 
reflected a similar curiosity about the ancestry of the American 
people, and by making several assumptions, Trevor was able to 
argue that about 12 per cent of the American people derived from 
southern and eastern Europe; yet on the basis of the census of 1910 
those countries were allocated about 44 per cent of the total quota 
immigration. They would have 15 per cent if the 1890 census were 
applied. Consequently Johnson’s bill would give the new immigra
tion justice tempered by liberality.

In reporting the bill to the House of Representatives, the Immi
gration Committee relied heavily on Trevor’s brief. The committee 
adopted verbatim as its key argument Trevor’s introductory com
ments on the necessity of maintaining the “racial preponderance” 
of “the basic strain of our population,” and his statistics were at
tached to the committee report to show that this could be accom
plished with fairness to all.58

Congressmen from new-immigrant constituencies might rage at 
such reasoning as hypocritical and denounce the racial assumptions 
behind the bill, but the opposition never had a ghost of a chance 
to amend it. After a week of flamboyant oratory, a landslide of 
southern, western, and rural votes passed the measure intact. Its 
champions now largely ignored the economic arguments they had 
advanced in behalf of the first quota law three years before. In
stead, they talked about preserving a “distinct American type,” 
about keeping America for Americans, or about saving the Nordic 
race from being swamped.59 The Ku Klux Klan, which was or
ganizing a vigorous letter-writing campaign in support of the 
Johnson bill, probably aided and abetted this swell of racial nativ- 
ism,60 but Klan backing made no material difference. Congress was 
expressing the spirit of the nation. Even the American Federation 
of Labor, which at first was mildly critical of the discriminatory 
aspect of the House measure, ended by endorsing it as a way of 
maintaining America’s dominant racial characteristics; Gompers, 
for the first time in his long restrictionist fight, openly (though
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with a certain reluctance) embraced the idea that European im
migration endangered America’s racial foundations.61

In contrast to the decisive action in the House, the Senate floun
dered for a while in uncertainty. Senator Colt, the chairman of the 
Immigration Committee in the upper house, was adamant against 
any change in the census base. A number of his colleagues agreed 
that a shift to 1890 smacked of discrimination, and Secretary of 
State Charles Evans Hughes lent discreet support to their view. 
The committee, therefore, reported a bill to keep the 1910 census 
as a base but fix quotas at 2 (rather than 3 ) per cent. Colt being in 
feeble health and essentially unsympathetic toward greater restric
tion, Senator David A. Reed took charge of the measure.62

Reed himself was far from satisfied with this alternative to the 
Johnson bill. He appreciated the essential artificiality of shifting 
the census base back to 1890, and he recognized the force of the 
objections against such a change, but he wanted to accomplish the 
purpose that the House had in mind. Like Trevor, his thoughts 
were turning toward the preservation of the racial status quo. 
Could not a way be found to relate quotas directly to the composi
tion of the whole American population instead of merely counting 
the foreign-born at the time of some past census? Reed was mulling 
over the problem at the same time that Trevor was developing his 
statistical defense of the 1890 scheme. Their minds were converg
ing, and apparently the two men reached the same conclusion just 
about simultaneously. Why not apportion quotas directly accord
ing to the contribution of each national stock to the present Amer
ican population?63

This “national origins” principle had numerous attractions. It 
would be every bit as restrictive as any census-based plan because 
the law could set an absolute maximum for the annual quota immi
gration, this figure to be divided in accordance with the origins of 
the whole white population. Practically, such a system would yield 
results quite similar to the use of the 1890 census, in that both 
devices would admit about six or seven times as many immigrants 
from northwestern Europe as from southern and eastern Europe. 
Yet Reed’s proposal would rest squarely upon and serve to main
tain what Johnson’s bill guarded only by indirection: America’s 
racial status quo. And by counting everybody’s ancestors (instead 
of the number of foreign-born at some arbitrarily chosen census
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date), equal justice would be done to one and all. In short, the 
national origins system offered a direct implementation of racial na
tionalism and an answer to all charges of discrimination. It gave 
expression to the tribal mood, and comfort to the democratic 
conscience.64

Without Trevor’s statistical tables to show how national origins 
quotas might work out in practice, Reed would never have suc
ceeded in persuading the Senate of their feasibility. Even so, many 
doubted the essential accuracy of the calculations. The melting pot 
had simmered quite long enough to melt most of its original ingre
dients. Any effort to discover where the 100,000,000 people in the 
United States in 1920 had really come from was bound to be a 
very crude approximation at best. Reed granted that careful esti
mates would require some time to compile. Johnson was impatient 
of the complexities and uncertainties in such a scheme and induced 
the House to reject it when it was offered as an amendment to his 
bill. In the Senate, however, the idea prevailed through Reed’s 
able sponsorship. Henry Cabot Lodge, quickly sensing the signifi
cance of the new scheme, encouraged Reed to push it and lent his 
own prestige to it.65 Thus the gentleman from Massachusetts, 
who had given up his place on the Senate Immigration Committee 
in 1917 and who had played little part in restriction controversies 
for many years, entered in the evening of his Congressional career 
into the fulfillment of the movement he had done so much to 
initiate.

The Senate rejected its committee’s original proposal for retain
ing the 1910 census base and adopted the national origins principle 
with the stipulation that it would not go into effect until 1927, so 
that the government could have ample time to formulate the exact 
quotas. For the interim, the Senate accepted the House proposal for 
2 per cent quotas based on the 1890 census. In this double-barreled 
form the measure passed the upper house with only six negative 
votes. Two of the most liberal Senators, Thomas J. Walsh of Mon
tana and Magnus Johnson of Minnesota, though opposed to the 
nativist feeling behind the bill, yielded to the pressure of public 
opinion and joined the majority.66 As finally agreed upon by both 
houses, the prospective law contained all of the important modifi
cations which the Senate had made in the original Johnson bill. 
At the eleventh hour immigrant leaders pleaded for a White House
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hearing at which they might argue for a Presidential veto, but 
Coolidge declined to see them67 and signed the bill on May 26, 
1924.

The Johnson-Reed Act carried the policy of immigration re
striction as far as Congress was destined to take it. The act did not 
accomplish all that a 100 per center might demand. It still allowed 
an average of 287,000 immigrants per year to enter during the late 
twenties, chiefly because it continued the exemption of Canada and 
Latin American countries from the quota system. Nevertheless, 
together with the provisions of the law of 1917 which still re
mained in effect, the new statute erected a formidable wall. It pro
hibited Japanese immigration, thereby perfecting the structure of 
Oriental exclusion and precipitating a diplomatic crisis with Japan. 
As for European immigrants, the law established a certain amount 
of inspection overseas and also ended the chaos of the Emergency 
Act by requiring the intending immigrant to secure a special “im
migration visa” from an Ameriqan consul abroad; quotas were to 
be filled by counting the number of visas issued instead of waiting 
to count the immigrants after their arrival at an American port. 
Until 1927 quotas were limited to 2 per cent of the number of 
foreign-born residents of each nationality in 1890. Family exemp
tions from these quotas were permitted only for the wives and 
minor children of American citizens, not for the wives or children 
of aliens. And after 1927 a total quota of 150,000 would be par
celed out in ratio to the distribution of national origins in the 
white population of the United States in 1920.

Actually the national origins clause came into effect only in 
1929, after two postponements and much quarreling; but the great 
struggle was over. As Captain Trevor wrote in a pamphlet ex
plaining the new law: “The passage of the Immigration Act of 
1924 marks the close of an epoch in the history of the United
States.” 68

Ebb Tide

Nativists greeted the event with joy and thanksgiving. To the 
Native Sons of the Golden West the passage of the act proved 
that Congress was still composed of red-blooded Americans. The 
Chicago Tribune foresaw a new dawn for the spirit of American 
nationality and a guarantee that America’s future would rest safely
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in the hands of the American people. A business journal predicted 
that the law would stimulate greater efficiency and better produc
tion methods; it was glad to see America kept American. Two 
years later Professor Lee Roy Henry, president of the Nordic 
League, declared that due to the Johnson Act a number of cities 
had already “gone into the Nordic column.” And when the meas
ure had been in operation for no more than a year, the Commis
sioner of Immigration at Ellis Island reported that virtually all im
migrants now looked exactly like Americans.69

Yet a final word remains to be said. To leave the nativists on 
the crest of the wave that had borne them upward for a generation 
would be false to the longer rhythms of American history. The 
nativists had won, indeed, a culminating victory. But they could 
not savor it for long without vitiating their own spirit and values. 
Nativism lived through compulsive anxiety and sleepless vigilance; 
it could not afford to relax. In 1924 it faced a peril to itself graver 
than any foreign influence: an inner sense of relief.

Leading nativists knew that they dared not rest and chafed to 
accomplish unfinished tasks. The quota system, they agreed, must 
be extended to the countries of the Western Hemisphere. The con
siderations that prevented such a step in 1921 and 1924—Pan- 
American good will and regional economic needs—must yield to 
the racial danger of Latin America’s “colored blood.” Also, all 
aliens must be required to register annually, and stricter deporta
tion laws must be enacted.76

Surely this amounted to a modest program compared with the 
achievements of the early twenties. Nevertheless, through the rest 
of the decade it all remained undone, and such further restriction 
as was secured in the heartbreak years of the early thirties came 
about by administrative changes under existing statutes. Mean
while, the restrictionists, thrown on the defensive by a long-drawn 
wrangle over application of the national origins proviso, had to 
give much of their energy to defending the gains of 1924. The 
legislative victory that year had come none too soon. Enacted a 
couple of years later, the law might have been considerably milder.

In all of its manifestations 100 per cent Americanism in the mid
twenties was losing its driving force. Muscular patriots kept ham
mering on the dangers to the nation and the crisis of the hour, but 
it all sounded less and less real, more and more tinny. By 1925
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Will Rogers, the greatly beloved cracker-barrel philosopher of the 
decade, was beginning to hoot and jibe at people who called them
selves 100 per cent American. The United States has nothing to be 
concerned about, Rogers declared happily. “The next time a Poli
tician gets spouting off about what this Country needs, either hit 
him with a tubercular Tomato or lay right back in your seat and 
go to sleep. Because THIS COUNTRY HAS GOT TOO BIG 
TO NEED A DAMN THING.” 71 

Leading 100 per centers could not help but feel the change in 
public opinion that Rogers’ remark reflected. In 1925 the National 
Americanism Commission of the American Legion bewailed the 
greater difficulty it faced every year in selling the legion’s ideals to 
the country. “Americans have become apathetic to the monotonous 
appeal of the patriotic exhorter. The utmost ingenuity is fre
quently necessary to obtain publicity.” About the same time the 
Dearborn Independent noted bitterly “a constant, calculated and 
somewhat concentrated campaign” against the term 100 per cent 
Americanism and the ideals connected with it. To make matters 
worse, according to the Independent, the attack (which came of 
course chiefly from the Jews) included a “program of belittling 
and besmirching everything ‘Nordic.’ ” 72

Actually the important change was not an outspoken offensive 
against the premises or results of the new nationalism but rather a 
swing away from its emotional tone. The idea remained while the 
energy drained away. Although no general revulsion disturbed the 
principles of 100 per cent Americanism, its spirit deflated.

Undoubtedly the triumphs of the early twenties helped to alter 
the public mood. Immigration restriction gave many nativists an 
enervating satisfaction, and the operation of the new laws progres
sively reduced a major irritant. On the whole, the relatively small 
number of immigrants who came through Ellis Island in 1925 and 
thereafter probably did look appropriately Nordic. But plenty of 
foreign influence survived on the American scene for nationalism 
to feed upon, if it had kept a hungry and aggressive appetite. The 
surfeit it displayed reflected changes in public opinion that began 
before the passage of the Johnson-Reed Act and extended far be
yond the limits of the immigration problem. Not only the restric
tion movement, but each of the nativist currents that had swelled
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from strength to strength since the late Progressive period, was 
subsiding.

In the intellectual world the slackening of nativist impulses after 
1924 brought a marked decrease in race-thinking. Henry Pratt 
Fairchild’s The Melting-Pot Mistake in 1926 proved as much an 
epitaph to this school of thought as a qualified summation of it. 
Although Fairchild’s book received respectful and on the whole 
favorable reviews, when Madison Grant returned to the fray a few 
years later with The Conquest of a Continent, he met a chorus 
of critical jeers. One reviewer expressed surprise that such books 
were still being written.73 Meanwhile, interest in eugenics declined 
steadily, and the movement shrank to the status of a dedicated but 
ineffectual cult. Similarly, old-guard literary critics largely aban
doned the struggle to rescue American literature from alien-minded 
writers.

On a popular level Henry Ford’s contribution to American 
xenophobia collapsed with a resounding smash. In 1924-1925, the 
Dearborn Independent broke out in a long series of articles attack
ing Jewish exploitation of the American farmer, whereupon Aaron 
Sapiro, general counsel for the American Farm Bureau Federation, 
filed a libel suit against the magazine. For the next couple of years, 
while the suit pended, the incidence and intensity of anti-Semitic 
comment in the Independent gradually diminished. When the case 
came to trial in the spring of 1927, all hostile references to Jews 
ceased.74 In June, Ford sent two emissaries to Louis Marshall, head 
of the American Jewish Committee. They reported that the auto
mobile magnate was convinced of the injustice of the charges he 
had sponsored and wanted to make some amends. Marshall asked 
for complete retraction, full apology, and a pledge that Ford 
would never again indulge in such activities. The latter dutifully 
signed a statement that Marshall prepared for him and released it 
promptly to the Hearst press.75

The most impressive sign of a change of mood occurred well 
before Ford did his belated penance, and it produced far greater 
reverberations. In 1924 and 1925 the Invisible Empire of the 
Knights of the Ku Klux Klan fell apart. In 1923, when it reached 
its high point, the growing strength of the opposition to it was al
ready apparent. The next year saw the Klan on the defensive in 
most states. Either because of a desire to achieve respectability or
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out of a simple loss of vigor, it very generally gave up tactics of 
terrorism and lawlessness. In fact Klansmen now meted out less 
violence than their enemies inflicted on them.76

Politically, the organization still presented a façade of great 
strength in many areas. It seemed strong enough nationally to be
come a considerable issue in the Presidential election of 1924. The 
Democrats, meeting in the most bitterly divided nominating con
vention since 1896, defeated an anti-Klan plank for the party’s 
platform by the slimmest of majorities, and the kind of sentiment 
that the Klan represented prevented the nomination of A1 Smith, a 
Wet and a Catholic from the slums of New York, as the Demo
cratic candidate for President.77 In a few states the political power 
of the Klan lasted intact through the fall elections—in Colorado, 
for example, and especially in Indiana, where D. C. Stephenson 
dominated the Republican party and a Klan ticket swept into of
fice.78 Elsewhere, however, the elections of 1924 gave the organi
zation its first great setback. Oklahoma’s revulsion enabled the bat
tered Klan-fighter, former Governor John Walton, to win the 
Democratic nomination for Senator. Louisiana elected a governor 
who promised to make all fraternal organizations file annual mem
bership lists and drop the use of masks in public places; the legis
lature quickly did his bidding. Texas witnessed so complete an 
overturn that within a few months after “Ma” Ferguson’s election 
as Governor the Klan had virtually disappeared from sight.79

As disintegration set in, the internal strife endemic in the order 
from its beginnings got out of hand. Once the golden flow of new 
initiation fees slackened, many Klansmen began to wonder where 
all the money had gone. Ugly charges of corruption and dishon
esty, leveled at state and national leaders, spread far and wide in 
1925. There were schisms, secessions, and exposés, which the lead
ers fought with the full venom and terror at their disposal. Im
perial Wizard Hiram Evans held tight, backing up his loyal klea- 
gles and dragons by bringing court action against the dissidents. 
The suits resulted in still more unsavory publicity. The worst 
blowup happened in Indiana. In a hotel room with D. C. Stephen
son, a girl who accused him of abducting and assaulting her took 
poison and died; Stephenson was tried and convicted of second- 
degree murder. He said he was framed, and in revenge he gave 
the newspapers a sordid accounting of the state officials who had
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worked with and for him. The Indiana Klan was literally drowned 
in slime.80

The anti-Catholic spirit that the order embodied flared up vio
lently again in the election of 1928, when the Democratic candi
date, A1 Smith, seemed almost the Pope incarnate. But that cam
paign failed to revive an organized nativist movement. The really 
significant fact was that 100 per cent Americanism had receded 
enough so that a Catholic with a progressive record could win a 
Presidential nomination.

In some respects the waning of American nativism after the 
early twenties was a familiar phenomenon. Anti-foreign movements 
had surged and subsided time and again in American history. Each 
time the stresses that fostered them had eased in a few years, the 
agitators had sunk into obscurity, the secret societies had dissolved 
in factional strife, and the people had recovered their tempers and 
their aplomb.

The forces that contributed to this down-swing in the twenties 
were also not entirely unfamiliar; for some of the underlying con
ditions that had curbed the nativist impulse in earlier periods re
asserted themselves. In the mid-1920’s, as in the 1860’s and in the 
late 1890’s, a billowing prosperity washed over and helped to 
smooth the emotional turmoil of the preceding years. The fabulous 
economic boom from 1923 to 1929 swept more and more Amer
icans into, a hectic kind of confidence in their institutions. If the 
self-assurance was somewhat more forced and less natural than it 
once had been, temporarily it had much the same effect. Further
more, one can scarcely doubt that again, as in previous eras, a 
democratic balance-wheel, working deep inside the national cul
ture, partially counteracted the nativist movements. Even at the 
height of the Nordic craze, Congressional nativists could not em
brace its premises with an entirely good conscience. And although 
America felt too well satisfied with itself after 1924 to sheer openly 
and consciously in another direction, the nation’s traditional values 
undoubtedly exercised a quiet brake on xenophobia.

Whereas both prosperity and democracy had restrained nativism 
at the turn of the century, a third factor operating in the twenties 
took the United States all the way back to the atmosphere of the 
age of confidence. As opposed to 1898, when an exhilarating new 
issue diverted the crusading impulse, Coolidge’s America relapsed
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into a general indifference toward all big problems, international 
and internal alike. After more than three decades of practically in
cessant crusading—for reform, for empire, for world salvation, and 
for national unity—the time had come for a moral holiday. The re
lated missionary ventures of the postwar era, prohibition and fun
damentalism, shared in the desiccation that nativism underwent, 
and no mass movement, no grander vision, appeared to take their 
places. If any popular ideal dawned in the late 1920’s, it was the 
cozy image of two chickens in every pot and two cars in every 
garage. Isolation seemed guaranteed by statesmen’s promises never 
to resort to war again; and the radio blared “It Ain’t Gonna Rain 
No More.” Thus, America reverted to the spirit of the early 1880’s 
in bidding farewell to that passion for uplift which stirred both lib
eral and illiberal movements from the days of the Populist party to 
those of the Ku Klux Klan.

Still, the real burden of the nativist story transcends its cyclical 
theme. History may move partly in cycles but never in circles. 
With every revolution some new direction opens, and some per
manent accretion is carried into the next phase. Each upthrust of 
nativism left a mark on American thought and society. The con
sequences of the anti-foreign wave that flowed without pause for 
two decades in the early twentieth century are still too recent to be 
clearly evident; yet who can doubt their primary significance?

Although that wave resembled its predecessors in some ways and 
incorporated much of their heritage, it must stand alone in its per
sistence, in its complexity, and in the massiveness of its institutional 
deposit. Earlier nativist episodes produced only marginal changes in 
American life; but now the country would never be the same again, 
either in its social structure or in its habits of mind. Although im
migration of some sort would continue, the vast folk movements 
that had formed one of the most fundamental social forces in 
American history had been brought to an end. The old belief in 
America as a promised land for all who yearn for freedom had lost 
its operative significance. And the new equation between national 
loyalty and a large measure of political and social conformity 
would long outlive the generation that established it.
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E pilogue

Published in 1955, Strangers in the Land was my first book. 
Memories o f Senator Joseph McCarthy’s infamous career of anti- 
Communist fear-mongering were still vivid. Southern defiance o f 
a Supreme Court order to integrate the public schools was pro
ducing an ideological clash as dangerous as any the country had 
faced since the Civil W ar.1 It was a good time to be uncovering 
and examining critically the nationalist hysterias of the past. I had 
chosen those o f the early twentieth century, directed against immi
grants and foreign ideas, for they seemed significantly yet ob
scurely connected with the hobgoblins o f my own day. Aided by 
the paperback revolution, my book took off on a long and happy 
life of college-classroom assignments.

Amid the approval that my study o f nativism seemed to elicit 
from its many readers, I had to wonder from time to time what 
had become o f my subject. W here indeed were the nativists, that 
they permitted this unflattering portrait o f themselves to go unre
buked? Colleagues sometimes urged me to write a sequel. At least 
until recendy, I never felt that I understood what had happened 
well enough even to try. What, for example, could I say about the 
McCarthyites who raged against Ivy Leaguers as carriers o f alien 
ideas but showed not a trace o f concern about what foreign people 
might be bringing in?

M y story had been a dramatic one, in which a great upheaval in 
American thought, feeling, and policy had transpired. So I left it to 
stand— unsatisfactorily— as a study of a distinct period from the 
1880s to the 1920s. The decades that followed revealed an Amer-

Initially published as “Instead of a Sequel, Or How I Lost My Subject,” in 
Charles Hirschman, Josh DeWind, and Philip Kasinitz, The Handbook of Interna
tional Migration: The American Experience © 1999 Russell Sage Foundation, New 
York, New York, and reprinted with additions in Reviews in American History, 
XXVIII (2000), 327-339.
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ica that was becoming far more cosmopolitan and less racially ar
rogant than it had been earlier. From the 1930s to the 1980s the 
question of the stranger never assumed any strong shape or clear 
significance. Yet the underlying issues were surely far from dead. 
Complacency seemed inappropriate.

Now an acrid odor of the 1920s is again in the air. It rises from 
vast fortunes accumulating around new technology; from a grasp
ing individualism eroding traditional constraints on the market; 
from a reckless hedonism in popular culture and a resurgent reli
gious conservatism mobilizing against it; from a profound distrust 
of the state, a reviving isolationism, a growing demand for immi
gration restriction, and a deadlock in race relations. Nonetheless, 
the twenties have not returned. Much has changed. On issues of 
race, national identity, and nativism I am persuaded that changes 
in American society and culture are far more significant than con
tinuities.

May the same be said of the point of view I bring to these ques
tions? Have I too changed? Perhaps not so much. Although 
Strangers in the Land is an artifact of the early 1950s, I believe I am 
the same kind of historian I was then. Critics will doubtless dis
agree. For them I have fallen behind in the feverish pursuit of 
theory and prescription of relevance. If so, that is surely congruent 
with my own sense of inner continuity. It is true that I have come 
gradually to a view of exclusionary impulses in American life that 
is more qualified than what I had in my youth. In my own mind 
this personal development arises less from new insights than from 
a desire to correct old ones by taking account of changes around 
me.

Since Strangers in the Land is the starting point for this belated 
reconsideration, I need to review the basic concepts that guided 
me then, and to ask what may still be useful for interpreting the 
experience of recent years. These questions will entail some fur
ther reflection on what has become obsolete in the argument that 
Strangers advances, and what has been neither useful nor obsolete 
but simply overlooked. After clarifying my present relation to the 
book, I will make some suggestions for recasting the story of eth
nic and racial conflict and exclusion.

The original object of my project was simple enough. Having 
already published an undergraduate paper on southern nationalism
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before the Civil War, I was looking for a way to study the dangers 
of nationalism over a long enough span of time to show what 
could inflame xenophobia and perhaps also what resisted it. A pre
liminary probe of newspapers in the mid-i88os shocked me. The 
virulence of feelings against radical immigrants was almost incredi
ble. I set out therefore to write a narrative history of the rise in the 
i88os of a great wave of anti-foreign attitudes and ideas, its partial 
subsidence around the turn of the century, and its surge to new 
heights during and after World War I.

As perceptive readers have noticed, drawing distinctions was ba
sic to my method. Racism and nativism were different things, 
though often closely allied. Racism, the older and more categorical 
of the two, divided the whole of creation into hierarchized types. 
It was more consistently concerned with horizontal distinctions 
between civilization and barbarism than it was with boundaries be
tween nation-states. In contrast, nativism always divided insiders, 
who belonged to the nation, from outsiders who were in it but not 
of it. Although always a species of nationalism, nativism could in
corporate racism because both were militantly defensive of a cher
ished heritage. Racism, however, sought not only to exclude alien 
races but also to enforce indelible differences of status within one’s 
own society, thereby preventing defilement by an allegedly inferior 
descent group. Nativism signalled danger; racism spelled degrada
tion. Nativism could espouse assimilation. Racism could not. It 
became a large part of my story of nativism.

But not the whole of that story. In denying that nativism was 
necessarily racist, I was laying the basis for a further set of distinc
tions, that is, between varieties of nativism. The interplay between 
three strands of nativism formed the overall design of the project, 
and its special feature was the story of how nativism became 
racialized and thus tremendously intensified. The older of the two 
additional strands, anti-Catholicism, was rooted in the wars of the 
Reformation. In Protestant countries it inspired fears that priests 
and their mentally enslaved followers were conspiring to subvert 
republican institutions. The third strand was anti-radical nativism, 
which identified immigrants as shock troops of class warfare, Eu
ropean style. All three nativisms remained very much alive 
throughout the period I was studying, but the racist strand came 
more and more to the fore.
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This garland of entwined distinctions sprang from the premium 
I placed on conceptual clarity. That in turn followed from the fact 
that I came to the study of race and nationality from intellectual 
history at a time when everything depended on how you defined 
your terms. As an undergraduate I had fallen under the spell of a 
major philosopher, Arthur O. Lovejoy, the reigning master of sub
tle discriminations between “unit ideas.”2 My three nativisms were 
my unit ideas.

Accordingly, I added two further distinctions that marked the 
limits of my field of inquiry. Both helped to identify my subject by 
making clear what it left out. One of these distinctions contrasted 
nativism with an alternative form of nationalism, which opposed 
nativism and could fight racism as well. This I called “America’s 
cosmopolitan faith”: a concept of nationality that stressed the 
diversity of the nation’s origins, the egalitarian dimension of its 
self-image, and the universality of it founding principles. More re
cently I have described this liberal strain in national consciousness 
as “American universalism.”3 Others, viewing it less favorably than 
I do, call it “American exceptionalism.” Unfortunately, in Strangers 
in the Land I discussed it for only a few pages now and then. Not 
until long afterward did I realize that by concentrating so much on 
nativism I was giving many readers the impression that it was at 
the very heart of American nationalism.

During the period I was writing about, American universalism 
was generally at a low ebb. It struggled at a disadvantage against 
the aggressive and dynamic thrust of nativism. Moreover, it had a 
problem of internal contradiction. It was inspiring, yet also oxy- 
moronic. It defined Americans as a peculiar people while ground
ing their identity in the rights of man. Despite its weakness during 
the fin de siècle heyday of western imperialism, this inclusive na
tionalism bore a message of hope, which I failed to emphasize 
enough. Although devastatingly defeated in an era of lynchings, 
scientific racism, and war fevers, American universalism lived on, 
still looking to the future to reduce disparities between cosmopoli
tan ideals and parochial realities. Its importance in my argument 
was simply to demonstrate that nationalism was not always exclu
sionary and defensive. It had given many Americans, epecially 
though not exclusively minorities, a means of resisting nativism on 
staunchly patriotic grounds. Regrettably, I failed to make explicit
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the further point that American universalism could revive and be
come once more a precious resource for a liberal politics. It tells us 
that the dream of a widening interracial community is not just an 
airy abstraction. The aspiration for such a community has endured 
because it is rooted in national pride.

A second major decision that shaped the scope and direction o f  
Strangers in the Land sprang from a conviction that no single book 
could tell a coherent story o f nativism (or rather of nativisms) 
while also doing justice to the far larger subject o f ethnocentrism. 
Obviously nativism was an inflamed and nationalistic type o f eth
nocentrism. It was therefore related to— and surely influenced 
by— the myriad ways in which people of all kinds favor their own 
group and assert its superiority without necessarily being either 
nativists or racists in a strict sense. Beneath the ebb and flow of the 
nativism that I was charting I noted a vast “cultural subsoil” o f 
habits, preferences, appearances, and capacities that no historian 
had studied and I certainly knew very little about (1955; p. 24).

I dealt with this problem simply by bringing it up every once in 
a while. T o  illustrate the abounding variety o f ethnocentric stereo
types and predelictions circulating in popular culture was easy 
enough, but to assess their bearing on a study o f ideologies was a 
different matter altogether. Consequently I was able only sketchily 
to observe the social contexts in which nativism functioned, and I 
explicitly excluded the frictions between ethnic minorities (1955; 
pp. x-xi). This neglect o f ethnocentrism in its widest dimensions I 
soon came to regard as a major shortcoming of Strangers in the 
d—*and •

Just two years after the book was published I confessed to these 
second thoughts. The confession was made in a paper read at the 
annual meeting of the Catholic Historical Association in 1957. I 
pointed out that the very term “nativism”— invented to describe 
principles advanced by an anti-foreign and anti-Catholic political 
party in the 1850s— directed attention to ideologies, not to actual 
social processes or conditions. M y treatment of nativism, like most 
earlier accounts, had focused on rigid systems o f ideas that propa
gandists manipulate to distort reality. Repelled as I was not only 
by the xenophobias o f the past but also by the nationalist delusions 
of the Cold War that were all around me, I had highlighted the 
most inflammatory aspects o f ethnic conflict.
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I had tried, to be sure, to take account of social conditions, and 
in some measure had succeeded. But that was doubly difficult to 
do in the intellectual climate of the 1950s. One’s vivid awareness 
of the destructive power of irrational belief systems dovetailed 
with a contemporary fascination in social science with the precon
ceived distortions of “prejudice.” It may not be too much to say 
that ideology and prejudice were then the twin lodestars of social 
psychology.

It was time, I told my Catholic audience, to look at the fabric of 
society: time to study interactions, not just attitudes, and so to 
throw light on the overall structure of a multi-ethnic social order. 
That structure would have to encompass much that was being 
screened out by the concentration of historians on ideologies and 
prejudices. We were neglecting, for example, frictions between 
minorities, comparative rates of social and geographical mobility 
within the United States, tendencies of older Americans to side 
with some minorities against others, and the striking differences in 
the acceptance of particular immigrant groups in one part of the 
country as opposed to another.

To illustrate these suggestions I drew on my latest research, 
which the American Jewish Committee was sponsoring, on relative 
rates of social mobility (and accompanying status rivalries) experi
enced by Jews, Germans, Irish Catholics, and Norwegians in var
ious parts of the country. I was able to show—at least to my own 
satisfaction—that organized nativism was not a problem for Jews 
in the nineteenth century, but social discrimination was. It arose 
inescapably from competition for social status and material ad
vancement, which touched the daily life of Jews more intimately 
than all the ancient memories of Christian persecution or the 
nightmares of Jewish world dominion. My conclusion in 1957 was 
emphatic. “The nativist theme, as defined and developed to date,” 
I declared, “is imaginatively exhausted.”4

And so it proved to be, at least for a long time. No other major 
book on nativism appeared in the next thirty years.5 My short ad
dress of 1957 was published in due course and, for a few years, 
rather widely reprinted. This early attention was at least partly 
because my modest attempt to compare historical statistics on the 
social mobility of different ethnic groups anticipated a major shift 
of interest among American historians during the 1960s: a shift
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from intellectual to social history and from national history to lo
cal studies of group behavior. As the shift acquired its own mo
mentum, however, my article sank into oblivion. At the same time 
the sales of Strangers in the Land skyrocketed. In spite of a growing 
fascination among historians with the coping strategies of ordinary 
people, coercive ideologies were what they and their students 
wanted more and more to read about.

These afterthoughts on what Strangers in the Land neglected 
should convey some sense o f the awesome amplitude that an ideal 
history o f xenophobia and ethnic conflict might have had. Reflec
tions on what I marginalized in 1955, however, do not go very far 
in explaining how I lost my subject. W hy did I not settle down to 
the making o f a more inclusive history of nativism and ethnocen- 
trism? W hy did I let go, instead o f extending my grasp? I could 
plead the lack of a suitable temperament or turn o f mind for a 
project that seemed at the time so dauntingly statistical. Though  
true enough, that would be insufficient. Unfortunately, there was a 
worm in my apple, not just a deficiency in my appetite. The causal 
scheme that Strangers rested on had a defect that haunted me. Let 
us turn from what I neglected to what I concentrated upon.

The primacy that Strangers in the Land assigned to ideologies 
demanded a careful examination of why those powerful systems of 
belief changed. From the outset I observed successive eras of crisis 
and confidence in public opinion: confidence in the early 1880s, 
crisis in the 1890s, recovery in the early twentieth century, crisis 
again from 1915 to the mid-192 os. But this was merely descriptive. 
At an explanatory level I pointed to the “social and economic 
problems of an urban-industrial society” as the root cause of the 
rise of nativism in the late nineteenth century (1988; p. 98). Essen
tially, I advanced an economic explanation. It seemed substanti
ated by a sharp decline of nativist ferment at the very end of the 
century. When the long depression of that decade lifted, social 
anxieties relaxed, and urban renewal flowered.

My difficulty was that a major nativist resurgence from about 
1906 onward seemed far less dependent on the economic causes 
that stood out in the nineties. Nativists now demanded that all 
foreigners be completely transformed into Americans forthwith 
and—inconsistently—that the blood of inferior races must stop
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pouring into American veins. Together, these demands shaped the 
mood of “ioo percent Americanism” that permeated World War I 
and the immediately following years. Yet, with brief exceptions, 
this was a time of abounding prosperity.

Even some help from psychological theories of aggression and 
displacement left my economic interpretation inadequate. Material 
conditions caused nativist behavior in the first half of the book; 
ideas caused nativist behavior in the second half. I could not ex
plain why the arrow of causation ran one way in one period and 
another way in the next.

After publishing my own critique of the book and elaborating it 
in essays on anti-Semitism, I drifted away to other subjects for a 
good many years, during which I explored cultural history as a 
middle ground between the history of ideas and the history of 
society. I never lost a deep interest in American nationalism. But 
everything in the intellectual milieu from the 1960s to the 1980s 
discouraged its scrutiny. The boom in social history fragmented 
into a multitude of sub-specialties, which paid scant attention to 
one another and less to a national framework. Political history, in 
spite of a few distinguished books, was largely neglected. General
izations about national character and national institutions col
lapsed. Ethnic history flourished, but mosdy as an internalized 
preoccupation with one’s own particular heritage. While young 
scholars did good work on individual ethnic groups from a per
spective located inside the group, relations between the group and 
the larger American environment were either ignored or treated as 
repressive. Comparisons between groups were generally perceived 
as invidious. Japanese Americans, for example, were taught to re
pudiate as loathesomely prejudicial a popular post-World War II 
label: “the model minority.” In 1983, well before the term “multi- 
culturalism” gained prominence, I wrote gloomily: “A pluralistic 
ethos—a celebration of group autonomy and social diversity— 
[has] supplied an ideological sanction for the disaggregation of 
American history.”6

Gradually, however, the inhibitions that constrained the writing 
of national history, and constricted the formulations of ethnic his
tory, have seemed to relax. Now that the Cold War is over and 
Marxism, like other solid convictions, has melted into air, there is 
a reviving need to give more meaning to American history as a
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whole. Surely it must be possible to join national history with eth
nic history without an a priori pitting of one against the other. 
Perhaps, I thought, this could be done by imagining a new history 
of American nationalism that would do justice to the universalist 
strain and (on the basis of recent monographic research) take ade
quate account of an overall social structure. Such a history would 
impart to the cosmopolitan faith I left on the margin of my first 
book a dynamism of its own. And this new story would also fore
ground the social processes that I gestured at in “Another Look at 
Nativism.” Those processes—so vital in structuring the American 
pattern of ethnic relations—could now be seen throughout the 
fabric of American nationalism, weaving that fabric in one era and 
now unravelling it in another. I have not carried these speculations 
very far. But musing on the distinctive structures of American na
tionalism and American ethnicity has turned my thoughts back to 
my early attempt at schematizing ethnic behavior.

Let us suppose that ethnic tensions are best understood within a 
context of nation-building. The entire span from the 1840s to the 
1960s was a time when Americans were elaborating a thickening 
matrix of national institutions and national culture. National con
sciousness—that is, an awareness of and attachment to an Ameri
can identity—penetrated ever more deeply and widely through the 
regions and peoples of the United States. The creation of a com
mon, compulsory school system, a national press, and a federal 
postal system was one giant step; the building of a national rail 
network another. The victory of the Union in the Civil War was a 
third. The unifying experiences of the Great Depression, the New 
Deal, and World War II were still another. A good overall label 
for the nation-building impetus, a label widely used in the nine
teenth century, is “consolidation.”7

Sometimes nation-building faltered. That happened during the 
looming threat of disunion in the 1850s. It happened again in the 
class crisis of the 1890s and during the deep strains that World 
War I created in a still highly decentralized society. On such occa
sions both nativism and liberal nationalism could flare up, grappling 
with one another as rival principles of national unity. The quick
ening of one ideology could animate the other, each offering a 
contrastive remedy for the nation-building slowdown. During the 
Civil War, and immediately afterward in the radical phase of Re-
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construction, liberal nationalism prevailed. Nativism virtually dis
appeared. In the era of World War I, however, nativism won the 
upper hand.8

After a brief interlude in the late 1920s and early 1930s, nation
building resumed in an egalitarian mode. American universalism, 
fostered in the 1930s by a depression-born sense that all Ameri
cans needed to share a common burden, came strongly to the fore. 
World War II, the most popular of all American wars, further 
invigorated the myth of a burden-sharing, national community. 
This in turn prepared the way for a great postwar civil rights 
movement, which gained its first dazzling success in 1948 when 
President Truman ordered an end to racial segregation and dis
crimination throughout the armed forces of the United States.9

For a generation after World War II, liberal nationalism held 
the kind of preeminence in public opinion that nativism had exer
cised in the era of World War I. Because Strangers in the Land was 
so much a vehicle of the transition from one system of thought to 
the other—from nativism to liberalism—I could not comprehend 
at the time of its publication how far the transition had already 
gone. Because I could not trust the changes that had been under 
way since the mid-i920s, Strangers in the Land closed on a warning 
note instead of a peal of confidence and hope.

Today we are similarly perplexed to know what has become of 
the liberal nationalism that reached its finest hour in the civil 
rights movement of the early 1960s. Although ethno-racial ten
sions are widespread and in some ways growing, no revival of a 
nativist or racist ideology has replaced the fading liberal orthodoxy 
of the fifties and sixties. Are we witnessing an approaching end of 
nation-building itself? Or an erosion of the nation-state, as its ca
pacity to maintain national borders and an effective national center 
weakens? Or is the crucial change largely subjective? Does it flow 
from a postmodern culture that is abandoning the formulation of 
problems in terms of beliefs? Are we at last approaching the “end 
of ideology” that Daniel Bell anticipated long ago?10

Either thesis is plausible: one rooted in institutions, the other in 
habits of thought. Both are compatible with the loosely pluralistic 
multiplication of social identities that scholars are now encouraged 
to take into account. Ideology clearly persists, notably in the 
strong form of multiculturalism that is systematically hostile to an
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inclusive American identity. But this species of anti-Americanism, 
like other political creeds, is apparently losing much of its bite. In 
place of ideologies one senses an increasing indifference to the 
nation-state.

By this line of thought I came at last to grasp the crucial signifi
cance of the first of the two boundaries I had placed on my in
quiry, namely its restriction to the forty-year period when the na- 
tivist strain was ascendant. I had shone a glaring and—I still 
believe—revealing light on that ascendancy. In so doing, however, 
I had left myself without a fully satisfying explanation of the col
lapse of racial nativism or of the vulnerabilities of the liberal na
tionalism that succeeded it. Had I been able to write a richer cul
tural history, spread over the long, erratic growth of American 
nationalism and encompassing its contradictory impulses toward 
equality and separateness, my book might have done something to 
temper the extreme and unhealthy racializing of ethnic studies that 
exists today.11 Instead, I unwittingly encouraged it.

Do these reflections on my own work and on the path that histori
cal scholarship has taken in recent decades suggest any guidelines 
for future studies of ethnic relations? In the present “twilight of 
common dreams” the recent history of race and nationality may 
not yet be recoverable.12 But ethnic tensions and conjunctions do 
not and will not go away. We are left, I believe, with the task I 
identified in the 1950s but failed to pursue: the task of excavating 
the cultural and social interactions that occur in the structures of 
everyday life. It seems reasonable to suppose that these often un
spoken realities will emerge more clearly in the history of ethnic 
relations if nativist and racial creeds continue to lose the vivid pre
eminence that many of us have imparted to them.

To be specific, I want to offer in conclusion two interrelated 
suggestions concerning fundamental social conditions on which a 
new history of ethnic relations might be built.13

i. Numbers and Concentration: When ethnic conflict erupts, his
torians routinely mention the numerical proportion between new
comers and the resident population. But this factor is hardly ever 
given the salience it had for the people who were involved. Mob 
attacks on newcomers usually occur when their proportion of a 
population suddenly increases too rapidly to permit much assimi-
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lation. The two great explosions of ethnic turmoil associated with 
immigration took place at the peak of the greatest waves of immi
gration in American history, one in the 1850s when several leading 
American cities were half foreign born, the other around World 
War I when first- and second-generation immigrants together 
reached an all-time high in proportion to the older native-born 
Americans.14

The disappearance of any such “invasion” during and after the 
1930s explains what puzzled me about McCarthyism in the 1950s. 
As a rabid nationalist, exciting fears of hidden Communist influ
ence in the United States, Senator McCarthy could easily have 
found it among the influential Jews who had been Communists in 
the 1930s and after. Instead, he chose a Jewish lawyer, Roy Cohn, 
as chief counsel for his subcommittee. McCarthy and Cohn spared 
all of the ethnic minorities. Rather they targeted “Ivy-Leaguers” in 
the State Department.15 By the 1950s Jewish immigration to the 
United States had virtually ended. Assimilation was diffusing a 
Jewish presence. Absent immigration, anti-communism had lost its 
nativist edge.

Sudden alterations in numbers and in concentration—in other 
words, in the sheer presence of the “other”—often attract little 
attention in comparison with the flamboyant irrationality that can 
erupt wherever social constraints are weak. Yet underlying demo
graphic changes, and new perceptions of the demographic situa
tion, may have a much wider effect. We know, for example, that in 
less than ten years at the beginning of the twentieth century 
southerners in Congress dropped their long-standing opposition 
to immigration restriction and shifted to overwhelming support. 
Yet few of the racially suspect immigrants from southern and east
ern Europe were heading south, so they were no more visible 
within the region in 1910 than they had been in 1900. Judged in 
terms of a regional presence, the new immigrants should have re
mained unthreatening. But the perceptual field of many white 
southerners was rapidly expanding at the dawn of the twentieth 
century. The South was enthusiastically rejoining the Union and 
celebrating its own role as defender of race purity for the nation at 
large. In this larger matrix of national identity, the huge scale of 
the new immigration suddenly became menacing. Thereafter 
white southerners were in the forefront of the immigration restric-
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tion movement because the polyglot cities of the North no longer 
lay outside their own concerns.16

Internal migrations, if they are large and precipitous, destabilize 
ethnic relations in the same way that foreign immigration can do. 
The devastating ghetto riots in northern cities from 1964 to 1968 
are a case in point. Some scholars, including many African Ameri
cans, consider the riots as an inevitable consequence of oppression. 
It seems unlikely, however, that they would have occurred so mas
sively and widely if an enormous migration from the rural South— 
more concentrated than any other internal migration in American 
history—had not swelled to bursting the segregated black neigh
borhoods in major cities. Southern newcomers were not them
selves at the center of the riots: young urban blacks, chronically 
unemployed and seething with anger against authority, ignited the 
conflagrations.17 However, an underlying cause may be discerned 
in the explosive effect of an overwhelming influx into segregated 
space.

2. Geographical Mobility: As the black migration to the urban 
North suggests, a mass movement across social boundaries can re
lease the ugliest passions. Paradoxically, however, if the movement 
of peoples is diffuse rather than concentrated—if it is perceived as 
an expression of initiatives taken by families and individuals in un
defined space—it becomes the great solvent of ethnic discord. And 
that has been the norm in America. Although immigrants are an 
unsettling force wherever they appear, in the United States their 
arrival has generally been less stressful than in other countries be
cause here most of the supposedly more settled population has 
itself been engaged in an endless round of relocations. From east 
to west, from town to city, from city to suburb, and from one 
neighborhood to the next: Americans have always been an extraor
dinarily migratory people.18 International migration has invigo
rated this internal process; it has also been absorbed and changed 
by the same freedom to move. Internal mobility has accustomed 
Americans to living among strangers; and for those who feel un
comfortable in the midst of others unlike themselves, mobility can 
offer a relatively easy exit.

Since the end of slavery, African Americans have participated 
vigorously in this national habit, and in doing so have often im
proved their circumstances. As we have seen, however, a strong
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association of geographical mobility with freedom came to a dev
astating halt when blacks found themselves enclosed in northern 
cities by walls of residential segregation. This violation of one of 
the promises of American life surely heightens the anger that 
many blacks display toward still poorer minorities, who move 
more easily, and toward more affluent minorities, who go any
where they please.

I am touching here on demographic shifts that are far from new. 
We require no theory of a “new” nativism or a “new” racism to 
account for the trouble that today’s concentrated immigrations 
from abroad precipitate, especially in urban areas like Watts in 
Los Angeles where a flood of Mexican immigrants is overrunning 
black neighborhoods.

If ethnic conflict arises so much from immediate social condi
tions—displacement on one hand and blocked mobility on the 
other—what significance attaches to the larger contours of Ameri
can nationalism? Have scholars been entirely misguided in their 
attention to beliefs? It would be rash to think so. No nation can be 
effective without a vision of what it wants to be. If part of our 
ethnic problem today is the absence of such a vision, surely part of 
the solution is its recovery. As the bonds of national loyalty loosen, 
their capacity to unite diminishes along with their capacity to ex
clude. One must wonder whether the eclipse of liberal nationalism 
since the 1960s has not deprived all of the nation’s minorities of a 
powerful means of affirming their belonging and their fraternity 
with one another.
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Bibliographical Note

Foreign influences have touched American life at so many points 
that a comprehensive bibliography of materials relevant to the his
tory of nativism would be impossible to compile and meaningless 
to use. My own research was necessarily selective, and many parts 
of this story still need careful monographic study.

Since my object was a comprehensive synthesis of a subject that 
had no clearly visible limits, I was compelled to deal with almost 
every type of historical source. Some—fiction, for example—proved 
too unwieldy to handle with justice. The foundations of the pres
ent book rest on the general American periodicals of the day and 
on the vast array of United States government documents perti
nent to immigration. As patterns unfolded, it became evident that 
I could not rely exclusively on the standard periodical and docu
ment indexes as guides to these sources. Some had to be studied 
systematically, volume by volume, and to others I had to return 
time and again with fresh questions in mind. A more specialized 
kind of source, but one essential for an understanding of organized 
nativism, consists of such fugitive materials as tracts and reports 
of societies. The New York Public Library is very rich in these 
items; others turned up vat the Wisconsin Historical Society and 
the Henry E. Huntington Library.

The following brief comments have two general purposes: to 
list, for interested scholars, the manuscript collections and the news
paper files that were consulted; and, for all who wish to read fur
ther, to call attention to the secondary sources that proved most 
important and helpful.

MANUSCRIPTS

Three collections bear directly on the history of nativism. The 
Henry Baldwin Papers, in the Division of Manuscripts of the New 
York Public Library, consist of a mass of letters and other docu-
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ments on nativistic and hereditary patriotic organizations collected 
by a zealous antiquary in the late eighties and early nineties. The 
Archives of the American Jewish Committee, located in New York, 
are rich in correspondence and reports on anti-Semitism since the 
committee’s establishment in 1906. The Files of the Immigration 
Restriction League, in the Houghton Library, Harvard University, 
not only furnish a detailed record of the activities of that impor
tant organization from 1894 to 1920 but also contain revealing 
letters from Congressmen and citizens whom the league ap
proached.

For a broader view of the politics of immigration restriction 
one must turn to the correspondence of political leaders. In the 
Division of Manuscripts at the Library of Congress I found perti
nent data in the papers of five Presidents: Grover Cleveland, Theo
dore Roosevelt, William H. Taft, Woodrow Wilson, and Calvin 
Coolidge. Since the Roosevelt Papers are an almost inexhaustible 
record of American life, a sampling of the post-Presidential file 
also opened important perspectives in social history. On restriction 
legislation there is supplementary material in the papers of Elihu 
Root, Oscar S. Straus, and Thomas J. Walsh. The Thomas W. 
Gregory Papers, located in the same great manuscript repository, 
helped to clarify federal policy toward aliens during the First 
World War. Letter-press copies of Samuel Gompers’ immense out
going correspondence are preserved in the A.F.L. Building, Wash
ington, D. C.; consulted only for the years 1918-1920 and 1922- 
1924, they had some limited value in sharpening the outlines of 
A.F.L. policy.

Beginning with the First World War, when the federal gov
ernment developed broad administrative and investigative interests 
in America’s alien population, important parts of the story of na- 
tivism must be dug out of the National Archives. Although the 
Records of the Immigration and Naturalization Service tell little 
about the history of immigration restriction, the files of the Amer
icanization Section reveal the expanding functions of the Bureau 
of Naturalization after 1914. The General Records of the Depart
ment of Justice are of prime importance in understanding anti- 
German and anti-radical activities and the evolution of deportation 
legislation. There is also a helpful file of reports and complaints 
on local Ku Klux Klan activities, resulting from a desultory in-
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vestigation that the Justice Department launched in 1921. The 
General Records of the Department of Labor contain material on 
radical and anti-radical movements, deportation, industrial prob
lems during the war, and immigration restriction after 1917. Fi
nally, in connection with the Americanization movement, I made 
some use of the unwieldy Records of the Council of National 
Defense.

Future students of political nativism may hope to exploit many 
more unpublished sources, including some that were closed to me. 
Undoubtedly this would have been a better book if permission to 
consult the Henry Cabot Lodge Papers at the Massachusetts His
torical Society had not been withheld. Also, I did not receive ac
cess to the main body of Justice Department records dealing with 
the Big Red Scare of 1919-1920.

NEWSPAPER FILES

A full bibliography of the specialized nativist press would run 
into hundreds of titles. Almost all of these papers had a local cir
culation and an ephemeral life; the great majority never reached a 
library. The following were the most useful of those examined: 
American Standard (San Francisco), 1888-1890; The American: 
An Exponent of True Americanism & Devoted to the Interests of 
the Jr. O.U.A.M. (Pittsburgh), 1889-1891; A T.A . Magazine (San 
Francisco), 1895-1897; American Citizen (Boston), 1905-1913; 
Watson's Magazine (Thomson, Ga.), 1910, 1913-1915; The Men
ace (Aurora, Mo.), 1911-1915; The Ford International Weekly: 
The Dearborn Independent (Dearborn, Mich.), 1919-1927; Amer
ican Legion Weekly (New York), 1919-1920, 1923-1924; The 
Davon (Chicago), 1922-1924, succeeded by Illinois Fiery Cross, 
1924; Imperial Night-Hawk (Atlanta), 1923-1924. Dates indicate 
the extent of my research, not necessarily the whole span of pub
lication.

General newspapers, chosen in part for reasons of availability, 
yielded information and attitudes on almost every aspect of the 
subject; and they had the intangible advantage of putting nativistic 
developments in the perspective of other current events. The fol
lowing were searched most systematically: New York Tribune, 
1875-1881, 1884-1897, 1899, 1902; Philadelphia Public Ledger, 
1884, 1886, 1891, 1895-1897, 1905-1906, 1923-1924; New York
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Times, 1914-1924. Additional data on the course of immigration 
restriction came from the Boston Herald, 1905-1906, Los Angeles 
Times, 1920, 1924, and New York World, 1923-1924. The San 
Francisco Argonaut, a politico-literary weekly, was studied for 
1877 and 1886-1888 because of its blatant nativism. Certain other 
papers were consulted for specific incidents.

I am also greatly indebted to nativists who assembled and pre
served scrapbooks of newspaper clippings. The most important col
lection consists of eleven volumes in the Widener Library, Har
vard University, entitled “Immigration Clippings Collected by 
Prescott F. Hall.” This is a chronological file bearing chiefly on 
immigration restriction and covering the years from 1894 t0 I920- 
It is preceded by “Immigration: Clippings Collected by Robert 
DeCourcy Ward,” one volume on the period 1891-1894. The New 
York Public Library has a two-volume “Collection of Newspaper 
Clippings Relating to the Situation of the Roman Catholic Church 
in America,” dealing with anti-Catholicism in the 1880’s. Albert 
Johnson has left two scrapbooks of newspaper clippings on his 
early political career (1912-1914), now in the possession of the 
Public Library in Hoquiam, Washington.

For an understanding of anti-Semitism in nineteenth century 
America I rf sorted to several Jewish newspapers and periodicals, 
which may be studied with the aid of two indexes at the American 
Jewish Historical Society: one (very incomplete) of the Amer
ican Jewish press, the other of European Jewish periodicals that 
had American correspondents. The same subject on the eve of the 
First World War was followed in the B’nai Writh News, 1912-
I9 I5*

Secondary Sources
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GENERAL STUDIES

Whereas historians have done relatively little first-rate work on 
American ethnic relations (except perhaps in connection with 
slavery), this whole field has become a major preoccupation of 
social scientists in recent years. Out of the inquiries of sociologists 
and social psychologists have come a set of challenging concepts 
and a mass of contemporary data, all of which can enrich the his
torical imagination. They can also confine our sense of the past if
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they are not used cautiously. Almost all of this social science liter
ature forms part of a general intellectual revolt against 100 per cent 
Americanism. Much of it underplays the objective realities of 
group conflict, assuming that antipathies are largely prejudices 
referable to subjective, irrational processes. Perhaps the most fun
damental problem for one who seeks a comprehensive understand
ing of human experience in this area (and in how many others! ) 
is to find a meaningful balance between the ideas inside men’s 
heads and the world outside.

Sociologists took a systematic interest in immigration at a rela
tively early date. Robert E. Park and Herbert A. Miller, Old 
World Traits Transplanted (New York, 1921) remains one of the 
best studies of the immigrants’ community life. William Carlson 
Smith, Americans in the Making: The Natural History of the As
similation of Immigrants (New York, 1939) describes the process 
of individual adjustment through which the immigrant typically 
passed. Elin Anderson, We Americans: A Study of Cleavage in an 
American City (Cambridge, 1937) is a penetrating analysis of eth
nic and religious divisions in Burlington, Vermont. Gordon W. 
Allport, The Nature of Prejudice (Boston, 1954) sums up a gen
eration of research by social psychologists. T. W. Adorno and 
others, The Authoritarian Personality (New York, 1950) is an 
important study of anti-Semitism with broad, controversial impli
cations. Ralph Linton, “Nativistic Movements,” American Anthro
pologist, XLV (1943), 230-40, makes some stimulating generaliza
tions from the comparative point of view of anthropology.

The only general history of American nativism is Gustavus 
Myers, History of Bigotry in the United States (New York, 
1943), a superficial, indignant, rambling, and episodic book. For 
an introduction to nativism in American history one should turn 
first to books of a broader character. David F. Bowers, ed., For
eign Influences in American Life: Essays and Critical Bibliog
raphies (Princeton, 1944) includes exploratory essays and some 
excellent guides to further reading. Another collection of essays, 
Marcus Lee Hansen’s The Inmiigrant in American History (Cam
bridge, 1942) is the best single book on its subject. Although 
conceived along conventional lines and outdated in important 
ways, Carl Wittke, We Who Built America: The Saga of the
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Immigrant (New York, 1939) is a major work packed with useful 
information.

Like most historians in this field, Hansen and Wittke have done 
most of their research on the old immigration. Their books, 
therefore, reflect the patterns of a frontier society more than 
those of an urban one. Oscar Handlin, The Uprooted: The Epic 
Story of the Great Migrations that Made the American People 
(Boston, 1951) subtly reverses the emphasis. An imaginative blend 
of psychology, history, and personal sympathy, The Uprooted is 
always challenging if not at every point convincing. A succeeding 
volume, The American People in the Twentieth Century (Cam
bridge, 1954), carries further Handlin’s central theme, the story 
of group-consciousness. This book appeared after my own manu
script was substantially complete; but see my review in the Mis
sissippi Valley Historical Review, XLI (1954), 544-45.

On the related subject of American nationalism, Merle Curti 
has written the pioneering synthesis, The Roots of American 
Loyalty (New York, 1946), suggestive and informative in spite 
of a somewhat mechanical organization. It should be supplemented 
by Hans Kohn, The Idea of Nationalism: A Study in Its Origins 
and Background (New York, 1944), Chapter VI, and Albert K. 
Weinberg, Manifest Destiny: A Study of Nationalist Expansionism 
in American History (Baltimore, 1935).

EARLY AMERICAN NATIVISM

The best account of the anti-radical hysteria of the 1790’s is 
John C. Miller, Crisis in Freedom: The Alien and Sedition Acts 
(Boston, 1951). James Morton Smith provides further detail in a 
number of scattered articles, such as “The Enforcement of the 
Alien Friends Act of 1798,” Mississippi Valley Historical Review, 
XLI (1954), 85-104. A substantial and discerning monograph by 
Vernon Stauffer, New England and the Bavarian Illuminati (New 
York, 1918) shows how the political anxieties of the period inter
acted with the Puritan tradition.

In studying the anti-Catholic tradition one may begin with 
Sister Mary Augustina Ray’s ponderous American Opinion of 
Roman Catholicism in the Eighteenth Century (New York, 1936). 
Ray Allen Billington, The Protestant Crusade, 1800-1860: A Study 
of the Origins of American Nativism (New York, 1938) does not
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fully justify its subtitle but remains the outstanding history of 
anti-Catholic propaganda. Of the many studies of mid-nineteenth 
century nativism in individual states perhaps the best is Louis 
Dow Scisco, Political Nativism in New York State (New York, 
1901). On nativist politics see also W. Darrell Overdyke, The 
Know-Nothing Party in the South (Baton Rouge, 1950), and 
Harry J. Carman and Reinhard H. Luthin, “Some Aspects of the 
Know-Nothing Movement Reconsidered,” South Atlantic Quar
terly, XXXIX (1940), 213-34. Oscar Handlin, Boston's Immi
grants 1790-1865: A Study in Acculturation (Cambridge, 1941) 
puts the issue in the perspective of a conflict between Yankee 
and Irish cultures. In this connection see also William G. Bean, 
“An Aspect of Know Nothingism—The Immigrant and Slavery,” 
South Atlantic Quarterly, XXIII (1924), 319-34, and “Puritan 
Versus Celt, 1850-1860,” New England Quarterly, VII (1934), 
70-89. Robert Ernst, “Economic Nativism in New York City 
during the 1840’s,” New York History, XXIX (1948), 170-86, 
treats a generally neglected aspect, and John Lardner recaptures 
the rowdy flavor of the Know-Nothings in “The Martyrdom 
of Bill the Butcher,” New Yorker, XXX (March 20 and 27, 1954), 
4 ! - 53> 38- 59-

LATE NINETEENTH CENTURY

The main theme of Chapter Three is argued more schematically 
in my article, “Origins of Immigration Restriction, 1882-1897: A 
Social Analysis,” Mississippi Valley Historical Review, XXXIX 
(1952), 77-88. Morrell Heald carefully reviews “Business Attitudes 
Toward European Immigration, 1880-1900” in Journal of Economic 
History, XIII (1953), 291-304. No comparable investigation of 
labor attitudes has been made; but there is an essay by Arthur 
Mann on the leader of the American Federation of Labor, “Gom- 
pers and the Irony of Racism,” Antioch Review, XIII (1953), 
203-14, which presents an interpretation different from my own. 
Among the leading studies of the economic aspect of immigration 
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries are Harry 
Jerome, Migration and Business Cycles (New York, 1926), and 
Isaac Aaronovich Hourwich, Immigration and Labor: The Eco
nomic Aspects of European Immigration to the United States 
(2nd ed., New York, 1922). The latter, secretly subsidized by
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the American Jewish Committee, constituted a statistical attack 
on the forty-one volume Reports of the Immigration Commission 
(61 Cong., 2 and 3 Sess., Washington, 1911).

The best general account of anti-Catholicism as a cultural force 
in the late nineteenth century is hidden in Robert H. Lord and 
others, History of the Archdiocese of Boston in the Various Stages 
of Its Development 1604 to 1943 (New York, 1944), Vol. III. 
Alvin Packer Stauffer, Jr., “Anti-Catholicism in-American Poli
tics 1865-1900” (Ph.D. thesis, Harvard University, 1933) has a 
broad scope but little perspective. The most careful and detailed 
account of the A.P.A. is Donald L. Kinzer, “The American Pro
tective Association: A Study of Anti-Catholicism” (Ph.D. thesis, 
University of Washington, 1954). Reacting against the pro-Catho- 
lic bias of earlier studies, Kinzer leans over backward in depre
ciating the importance of his subject. A slighter sketch by 
Humphrey J. Desmond, The A.P.A. Movement (Washington, 
1912), remains of value. John Higham, “The Mind of a Nativist: 
Henry F. Bowers and the A.P.A.,” American Quarterly, IV 
(1952), 16-24, is a psychological interpretation.

For a case study of the political tactics of nativists see my 
article, “The American Party, 1886-1891,” Pacific Historical Re
view, XIX (1950), 37-46.

RACE-THINKING

Europe was the seedbed of modern race-thinking, and a rounded 
view of the race idea in America must await a better knowledge 
of European intellectual history than is yet available. To a sur
prising degree the history of race-thinking on both sides of the 
Atlantic has been neglected, perhaps partly because our sense of 
guilt makes detachment difficult to achieve, and partly because 
the subject requires a grasp of both scientific and social thought. 
For an introduction to the scientific phase of the story one should 
turn to Earl W. Count, ed., This Is Race: An Anthology Selected 
from the International Literature on the Races of Man (New 
York, 1950), and to the same author’s essay, “The Evolution of 
the Race Idea in Modern Western Culture During the Period of 
the pre-Darwinian Nineteenth Century,” Transactions of the New  
York Academy of Sciences, VIII (1946), 139-65. John C. Greene 
adds some illuminating comments on eighteenth century anthro-
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pology in “Some Early Speculations on the Origin of Human 
Races,” American Anthropologist, LVI (1954), 31-41. Perhaps 
the most suggestive sketch of the rise of race-thinking in its social 
and literary aspects is in Hannah Arendt, The Origins of Totali
tarianism (New York, 1951). I believe that the book errs, how
ever, in stressing the philosophical incompatibility of nationalism 
and racism rather than their psychological affinity. Jacques Bar- 
zun, Race: A Study in Modem Superstition (New York, 1937) 
is heavily polemical.

Richard Hofstadter, Social Darwinism in American Thought, 
18 60-1 pi y (Philadelphia, 1944) provides a good starting point for 
studying race ideas in America; it deals more sharply with the 
social than with the Darwinian side of the matter. Edward A. 
Saveth describes the various race attitudes of a number of his
torians, notably Henry Adams, in American Historians and Euro
pean Immigrants, 1875-1925 (New York, 1948). Barbara Miller 
Solomon, “The Intellectual Background of the Immigration Re
striction Movement in New England,” New England Quarterly, 
XXV (1952), 47-59, is an analytical critique of the Boston intel
ligentsia in the Gilded Age; it interprets the drift toward race
thinking as part of an inner decline in the regional culture. Sev
eral scattered studies of individuals are also available. See Edward 
Lurie, “Louis Agassiz and the Races of Man,” Isis, XLV (1954), 
227-42; Edward McNall Burns, David Starr Jordan: Prophet of 
Freedom (Stanford, 1953); Carl Bode, “Cappy Ricks and the 
Monk in the Garden,” PMLA, LXIV (1949), 59-69, which dis
cusses Peter B. Kyne; and, for England, Frederic E. Faverty, 
Matthew Arnold the Ethnologist (Evanston, 111., 1951).

ANTI-SEMITISM

Moses Rischin, An Inventory of American Jewish History 
(Cambridge, 1954) supplies a general bibliographical orientation. 
The only extensive treatment is Carey McWilliams, A Mask for 
Privilege: Anti-Semitism in America (Boston, 1948), which gen
eralizes loosely on scant research. Bertram Wallace Korn, Ameri
can Jewry and the Civil War (Philadelphia, 1951), valuable as 
an intensive study of a limited period, lacks subtlety and discrim
ination. Oscar Handlin has written two provocative essays: Dan
ger in Discord: Origins of Anti-Semitism in the United States
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(New York, 1948), and “American Views of the Jew at the 
Opening of the Twentieth Century,” Publications of the American 
Jewish Historical Society, XL (1951), 323-44. The latter, break
ing sharply with conventional exaggerations, seems to underesti
mate the extent and character of anti-Semitism in nineteenth 
century America. Rudolph Glanz has also made some pertinent 
comments on the early period in “Jew and Yankee: A Historic 
Comparison,” Jewish Social Studies, VI (1944), 3-30, and Jews in 
Relation to the Cultural Milieu of the Germans in America up to 
the Eighteen Eighties (New York, 1947). Lee M. Friedman, 
Jewish Pioneers and Patriots (New York, 1943) contains a brief 
sketch of the Seligman Affair. On Henry Ford see Keith Sward’s 
severely critical The Legend of Henry Ford (New York, 1948); 
William C. Richards, The Last Billionaire: Henry Ford (New 
York, 1949), a reporter’s reminiscences; and Allan Nevins, “Henry 
Ford—A Complex Man,” American Heritage, VI (1954), 54-59.

WORLD WAR I

Two complementary studies treat the ordeal of the leading 
minority of the war years. Carl F. Wittke, German-Americans 
and the World War (with Special Emphasis on Ohio’s German- 
Language Press) (Columbus, 1936) is good on public opinion, 
and Clifton James Child, The German-Americans in Politics, 
1914-1917 (Madison, 1939) further clarifies the political and dip
lomatic context. James R. Mock, Censorship 1917 (Princeton, 
1941) is a hotchpotch of information on official and unofficial 
curtailment of free speech during 1917 and 1918, while Zechariah 
Chafee, Jr., Free Speech in the United States (Cambridge, 1941) 
remains the classic analysis of the constitutional issues. A detailed 
treatment of repression and public opinion in a local setting may 
be found in Franklin F. Holbrook and Livia Appel, Minnesota in 
the War with Germany (St. Paul, 1928-1932), Vol. II. Ray H. 
Abrams recounts the hysteria of a significant group of opinion- 
makers in Preachers Present Arms: A Study of Wartime Atti
tudes and Activities of the Churches and the Clergy in the United 
States, 1914-1918 (Philadelphia, 1933). For important nationalist 
agencies see James R. Mock and Cedric Larson, Words That Won 
the War: The Story of the Committee on Public Information 
1917-1919 (Princeton, 1939), and Emerson Hough, The Web
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(Chicago, 1919), a lurid, authorized history of the American Pro
tective League.

On Americanization the standard monograph is Edward George 
Hartmann, The Movement to Americanize the Immigrant (New 
York, 1948), which chronicles the activities of the principal vol
untary organizations and of state and federal governments. Un
fortunately Hartmann does not draw upon the brilliant inter
pretive essay on the Americanization movement included in Hor
ace M. Kallen, Culture and Democracy in the United States: 
Studies in the Group Psychology of the American Peoples (New 
York, 1924). A first attempt at synthesis—Howard C. Hill, “The 
Americanization Movement,” American Journal of Sociology, 
XXIV (1919), 609-42—still has some value.

BIG RED SCARE

The first over-all treatment of the Big Red Scare appeared after 
this book went to the publisher. Robert K. Murray, Red Scare: 
A Study in National Hysteria, 1919-1920 (Minneapolis, 1955) is 
a sound and readable evaluation. Strongest on public opinion and 
on labor unrest, it still leaves important questions about federal 
policies unanswered. The book largely supersedes Robert D. 
Warth’s good essay, “The Palmer Raids,” South Atlantic Quar
terly, XLVIII (1949), 1-23, and Frederick Lewis Allen’s engag
ing appraisal in Only Yesterday: An Informal History of the Nine
teen-Twenties (New York, 1931). All historians, however, have 
strangely neglected the searching analysis of the deportations of 
this period in Kate Holladay Claghorn, The Immigrant's Day in 
Court (New York, 1923), an extensive review of the legal diffi
culties that aliens faced during and after the war. Chafee, Free 
Speech in the United States continues to be useful.

Several immediate post-mortems on the Red Scare make further 
contributions: Constantine M. Panunzio, The Deportation Cases 
of 1919-1920 (New York, 1921), a study of individual experi
ences; Louis F. Post, The Deportations Delirium of Nineteen- 
Twenty: A Personal Narrative of an Historic Official Experience 
(Chicago, 1923); Interchurch World Movement of North Amer
ica, Report on the Steel Strike of 1919 (New York, 1920), and 
Public Opinion and the Steel Strike (New York, 1921).
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KU KLUX KLAN

This dramatic subject has attracted a good deal of popular writ
ing but little historical research. The most trustworthy studies 
to date are local ones. Emerson H. Loucks, The Ku Klux Klan 
in Pennsylvania (Harrisburg, 1936), a solid Ph.D. thesis based 
largely on oral testimony, illuminates the general character of the 
organization. A vivid re-creation of the Klan crusade in Herrin, 
Illinois, is contained in Paul M. Angle, Bloody Williamson: A  
Chapter in American Lawlessness (New York, 1952). Norman 
F. Weaver’s “The Knights of the Ku Klux Klan in Wisconsin, 
Indiana, Ohio and Michigan” (Ph.D. thesis, University of Wis
consin, 1954) is not yet open to inspection.

John Moffatt Mecklin, The Ku Klux Klan: A Study of the 
American Mind (New York, 1924) is a vapid sociological inter
pretation, but an extremely perceptive one appears in Frank Tan
nenbaum, Darker Phases of the South (New York, 1924). Frank 
Bohn, “The Ku Klux Klan Interpreted,” American Journal of 
Sociology y XXX (1925), 385-407, offers some interesting data on 
Marion County, Ohio. A Catholic journalist, Michael Williams, 
discusses the Klan’s influence on the Democratic national con
vention in 1924, and the anti-Catholic issue in 1928, in The 
Shadow of the Pope (New York, 1932). In a strange, privately 
printed book, The Mad Mullah of America (Columbus, 1927), 
a former Klan official, Edgar Allen Booth, gives his own chaotic 
revelations of internal intrigue and chicanery within the organi
zation from 1922 to 1926; the book centers on the career of D. C. 
Stephenson.

Winfield Jones, Knights of the Ku Klux Klan (New York, 
1941) is propaganda faintly disguised with information. Stanley 
Frost is reported to have written The Challenge of the Klan (In
dianapolis, 1924) in conjunction with Milton Elrod, the general 
editor of the Klan’s newspapers in the Middle West. William J. 
Simmons presented his own romantic version of the ideals of the 
organization he founded in The Klan Unmasked (Atlanta, 1924). 
In contrast to most contemporary reports, a series of articles that 
R. L. Duffus wrote for World’s Work, XLVI (1923) is soberly 
informative on the Klan’s career up to that time.
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IMMIGRATION RESTRICTION

Roy L. Garis, Immigration Restriction: A Study of the Opposi
tion to and Regulation of Immigration into the United States 
(New York, 1927) records successive legislative provisions and 
court decisions throughout American history. As a scholarly na- 
tivist, Garis’ purpose is to show that the quota laws of the i92o’s 
were “not a thing of the moment but the product of almost two 
hundred years of study and thought by the American people.” 
Joseph Henry Taylor, “The Restriction of European Immigration 
1890-1924” (Ph.D. thesis, University of California, Berkeley, 
1936), though attempting little interpretation or explanation, gave 
me a better introduction to Congressional action. A good concise 
history of restriction legislation is buried in Charles P. Howland, 
ed., Survey of American Foreign Relations, 1929 (New Haven, 
1929), Section III. Rowland T. Berthoff provides copious infor
mation on “Southern Attitudes Toward Immigration, 1865-1914” 
in Journal of Southern History, XVII (1951), 328-60. An inti
mate view of legislation and administrative problems around the 
turn of the century is available in Victor Safford, Immigration 
Problems: Personal Experiences of an Official (New York, 1925). 
John A. Garraty, Henry Cabot Lodge: A Biography (New York, 
1953) is unsatisfactory on this phase of Lodge’s career, but Blair 
Bolles, Tyrant from Illinois: Uncle Joe Cannon's Experiment with 
Personal Power (New York, 1951) casts light on the political 
background of the law of 1907.
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