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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

Americans’ toleration of diversity has always been easier in principle
than in practice. A multiracial and mulucultural society built on 1m-
migration, both involuntary and voluntary, the United States has
nonetheless agonized at various stages about whom it should permit
to enter, reside, and naturalize.! One of the most dramatic shifts in the
history of the United States, between the nineteenth and twenteth
centuries, occurred in policy toward immigrants. From broadly ac-
cepting all comers in the former century, in the twentieth century, U.S.
immigration policy shifted in the 1920s to a finely filtered regime of
selection. This restrictionist agenda developed from the 1880s, a good
century after the founding of the republic. In this book? I use archi-
val research to examine this policy’s formulation and illustrate how
the enacted restrictions, based on racial quotas and eugenic catego-
ries, contributed to the formation of the United States “multiple tradi-
tions.”3 Immigration policy proved to be a forum in which eugenists
and eugenic arguments tlourished. Eugenic priorities link the debates
and arguments advanced by restrictionists and Americanizers in the
years before 1930, coalescing political interests with a superficial
scientific authenticity.* I argue that the debates and analyses about
U. S. immigration and immigration policy conducted in the three de-
cades prior to 1929 illuminate how different groups’ values have al-
ways been present in the United States, a significant precursor to the
recent multicultural and group rights pohucs. This debate was con-
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ceived in terms of desirable and undesirable immigrants—a discussion
almost entirely confined to immigrants from European countries,
since nonwhites were unwelcome and, in fact, Asians had been ex-
cluded—which not only cemented judgments about particular types
of Europeans but also fed and reinforced prevailing views of groups
already present in the United States. The most salient of these groups
were African Americans, whose inferior status and second-class citi-
zenship—enshrined in jim crow laws and assumed, if only en passant,
in pseudoscientific arguments about racial and eugenic classifications
to be unassimilable—appeared to be consolidated in these decades.’
The immigration debate served, in the long run, to reinforce the racial
inequality faced by African Americans in the U.S. polity.® Inferiority
was imputed also to Native Americans and Chinese immigrants, ac-
cording to Ronald Takaki, who writes that “what enabled business-
men to degrade the Chinese into a subservient laboring caste was
the dominant ideology that defined America as a racially homoge-
neous society and Americans as white. The status of racial inferior-
ity assigned to the Chinese had been prefigured in the black and In-
dian past.”’

Detailed consideration of immigration policy and its consequences
assumes intellectual interest because they illustrate a defining charac-
teristic about the United States polity. A political system that cele-
brates, both rhetorically and institutionally, individualism and plural-
ity of group identity and allegiance has historically subscribed to a
unifying conception of Americanization: this is the only politically
plausible means of overcoming a diversity that, left without such a
unifying, ideological support, might become politically destructive.
This conception is the only stabilizing political solution, though it is
not necessarily stable. It is not surprising that the meaning of “Ameri-
can” has dogged and haunted the United States from de Crévecoeur’s
(1782) seminal “melting pot™ formulation to the recent (1997) U.S.
Commission on Immigration Reform.® Is there a common set of val-
ues acquired through socialization or, for immigrants, Americaniza-
tion, that constitutes de Crevecoeur’s famous “new man,” or have
these processes been the means through which a dominant image of
“American-ness” has been artificially constructed to hold a fragile
and centrifugal society intact? The resolution of this dilemma has oc-
curred, I propose, by the promotion of a unifying framework or a set
of ideas that have proved, over time, sufficiently broad to facilitate a
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multiplicity of views; however, as the ensuing chapters document, this
resolution has often been achieved at the price of the short-term sup-
pression or the neglect of some groups’ or individuals” values, limita-
tions that have left their mark on U.S. politics. This characteristic has
encouraged the scholarly imperative to unearth, in Rogers Smith’s
phrase, the U.S.’s “multiple traditions.”

[ argue that the choices made about immigration policy in the
1920s—and the reasons for those decisions—played a fundamental
role in shaping democracy and ideas about group rights in the United
States. By establishing barriers to immigrants, the policy-makers priv-
ileged an Anglo-Saxon conception of U. S. identity, thereby rejecting
the claims of other traditions in the nation. Immigration policy also
helped solidity the second-class position of nonwhites, notably Afri-
can Americans, already exposed to segregated race relations,” a judg-
ment mirrored m Rogers Smith’s observations about Progressives:
“perhaps the most far-reaching consequence of the government’s em-
brace of racial rationales for imperial rule and immigration and natu-
ralization restrictions was the manner in which they strengthened po-
litical coalitions and ideological defenses supporting segregation.”!?
Federal public policy in the 1920s presented a two-sided discrimina-
tion, externally toward certain types of immigrants and domestically
in the system ot segregation imposed on African Americans, comple-
mented by the Americanization process that also disregarded black
citizens. Structuring this discriminatory framework was a conception
of American identity or nationality, that was biased toward the white
Anglo-Saxon element of the U. S. population over others. By circum-
scribing the dominant image of American identity, the possibilities of
U.S. citizenship were also affected in a number of ways. First, the
common retrospective narrative of a gradually unfolding and expand-
ing American citizenship is rendered problematic, since efforts sys-
tematically to prevent this broadening are so readily identifiable; a
punctuated development path, at best, is more accurate. Second, the
possibility of acknowledging a U.S. identity composed of “multiple
traditions” was preempted by policy-makers’ attempts to impose uni-
formity and to devalue diversity, a course explicitly endorsed in na-
tional policy in the 1920s toward resident aliens and potential immi-
erants. Third, since these processes were realized, in large part,
through an active strategy ot Americanization, this concept was ren-
dered troublesome, more commonly associated with division than in-
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tegration. As the historian Gary Gerstle tellingly observes, “any anal-
ysis of Americanization, past and present, must accord coercion a role
in the making of Americans.”!" Yet the 1997 commission holds out
for the “Americanization of new immigrants, that is the cultivation of
a shared commitment to the American values of hberty, democracy
and equal opportunity,” and cites approvingly the late Texan con-
gresswoman Barbara Jordan’s effort to dissociate the term from its
earlier, largely racialist, incarnation: “‘that word [Americanization|
earned a bad reputation when it was stolen by racists and xenophobes
in the 1920s. But it is our word, and we are taking it back.””!2

The legacy of these debates and decisions undertaken in the 1920s
was to create a set of fundamental questions about U.S. identity,
membership, and citizenship in American political development.
These issues include the rejection of cultural pluralism for a policy
of assimilation in respect to immigrants; the hinking of Americaniza-
tion to a specific—and in some ways, exclusionary—conception of
U.S. identity (for example, before the Second World War, as predomi-
nantly white); the importance of what Gerstle terms a “coercive”
dynamic in the formation of U.S. identity, since ethnic and group loy-
alties or values did not evaporate but were simply marginalized;'* and
ultimately posing the question whether Americanization can be an
autonomous and valuable process in a society with competing views
about the content of such a process. When consideration of the posi-
tion of African Americans, who were deprived by law of their full
rights and equality of opportunity until the 1960s, is added to this
context, some purchase on the way in which the boundaries of citi-
zenship excluded both this group and immigrants from beyond west-
ern Europe 1s attained. The historical and political juncture of the
1920s reveals important roots of subsequent developments in the
United States, especially the criterta for full membership of the U.S.
polity and the relative rights of selected groups in the polity. These ef-
fects were both ideological and institutional. Ideologically, the politi-
cal debate about who was appropriate to be admitted as members of
the U.S. and who qualified under the Americanization process ineluc-
tably defined some groups (for example, southern Europeans) as un-
suitable and others (for example, African Americans) as irrelevant.
Institutionally, these limitations and assumptions were effected in pol-
icy through the national origins quota system, enacted in the 1920s,
which consolidated the existing exclusion of Asian immigrants by ex-
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tending restrictions to finely drawn divisions within the potential Eu-
ropean American immigrant population.

In this book T argue that the interaction of these ideological and
istitutional dynamics 1s most convincingly understood as a major
part of the historical process through which U.S. citizenship was es-
tablished in ways that created problems for policy-makers at a later
period. Historically and politically, the interesting question becomes
why, from the Progressive era to the 1930s, when a variety of possible
future paths were available in terms of immigration and the contours
of American citizenship, the narrow path was pursued.' As Gary
Gerstle has argued, in his major interpretation ot American liberalism
from the Progressive Era to the 1960s, “the first demands for cultural
pluralism—what we now call multiculturahism—date from this [Pro-
gressive| era.”™ The ethnically and racially restrictionist path was
chosen, an option that narrowed, in the short term, the United States’s
conception of membership and citizenship. It is also necessary to con-
sider these developments dynamically: although the immigration deci-
stons taken in the 1920s combined with the prevailing discrimimatory
segregationist regime toward African Americans presented a polity in-
sensitive or, indeed, hostile to diversity, thirty years later these restric-
tions were powerfully challenged and displaced, and a politics based
on the demand for equal rights was initiated. Nonetheless, the deci-
sions and policies of the 1920s constituted a powerful mobilization of
the ascriptive strands in U.S. political culture, and their dissimulation
was a prerequisite for the broadening of U.S. values and traditions
represented by multiculturalism and the strengthening of ethnic group
attachments. I therefore do not propose a static view of American po-
litical development but do contend that to understand aspects of con-
temporary debates about group membership and multculturalism, it
is valuable to consider how such debates resonate historically.

The imnmugration debates and decisions of the 1920s are germane to
understanding the more general patterns of discrimination within the
United States and their place in American political development. This
period was one in which most African Americans labored under the
segregationist regime. Prior to the 1920s, the restrictions imposed in
immigration policy concerned potential Asian imnmigrants; however,
the legislation enacted in the mid-1920s drew distinctions among Eu-
ropean Americans, favoring northwestern over southern and castern
Furopeans, partly for exphcitly eugenic reasons. These decisions,
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which were undertaken in respect to white immigrants, acted to re-
confirm the problematic place of nonwhites in the U.S. polity’s con-
ception of membership and definition of American identity, residents
who were consequently perceived as located outside the Americaniza-
tion drive of the 1910s and 1920s. Policy-makers were exercised
about differences among white Europeans at a time when, in some
states, Asians were prohibited from buying property and excluded
from immigration and when most African Americans were denied
civil and voting rights. This latter arrangement enabled policy-makers
to make immigrant policy a way of contributing to American identity
as principally white and Anglo-Saxon.'® Although mostly not con-
sciously racist, the eugenic-inspired policy-makers in Congress and
their advisers nonetheless presumed a white identity for the dominant
conception of U.S. citizenship, an inclination heightened by the char-
acter of the post-1918 Americanization movement. It is unremark-
able that the dismantling of the discriminatory immigration regime in
1965 occurred concurrently with the passage of civil rights legistation
for Atrican Americans.

Establishing a direct link between the politics of the 1920s and
those since 1960 1s fruitless; it is not my intention to do so. Instead,
the purpose of this book’s detailed consideration of the formation of
immigration policy in the 1920s is better historically to ground the
analysis and understanding of the politics of contemporary multicul-
turalism and identity politics in the United States. The sociologist Na-
than Glazer, among others, plainly recognizes the importance of such
an exercise when he observes that “‘multicutturalism’ is a term that
many of us who have studied immigration and ethnic diversity might
have found perfectly satisfactory to cover our sense some decades
ago that American history and social studies needed to incorporate a
larger recognition of American diversity.”!” Without such a historical
perspective, making sense of some of these modern political issues is
immensely ditficult. The United States is a political system constituted
by diverse elements, and recognizing this diversity is a means to forti-
fying its democratic institutions.

Structure of the Book

Chaprter 2 rehearses the crucial role of immigration in the develop-
ment of U. S. society, identifying major trends before 1900. I identify
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the dominant “Anglo-Saxon” image of the United States in the nine-
teenth century and introduce the key terms with which immigration is
discussed. Chapter 3 provides a detailed demographic profile of the
“new immigrants” arriving from the 1880s, whose characteristics
were meticulously examined by the Dillingham Commission that was
set up n 1907. I then turn to the isttutional means through which a
conception of U.S. identity as Anglo-Saxon was fostered, examining
in Chapter 4 the Americanization movement of the 1910s and 1920s.
Chapter S documents how a view of the dominant U. S. nationality, or
“race,” in eugenic arguments, structured the perception of the new
immigrants, and found them severely wanting. The chapter reviews
the position of African Americans at the time ot these debates: the dis-
cussion illustrates how this group was separated trom the immigra-
tion debate because of its alleged unassimilability with the dominant
nationality. The labor economist John Commons was one of several
commentators to equate such issues, remarking in 1907 that “the
race problem in the South is only one extreme of the same problem
in the great cities of the North.”™ ' Chapter 6 explains how eugenists’
research influenced the restrictionist movement of the 1920s, whose
aims were enacted in the 1924 Johnson-Reed Act, the subject of
Chaprer 7.

Chapters 8§ and 9 deal with the legacies and consequences of these
earlier choices. The defense and eventual abrogation (in 1965) of the
national origins system ot immigration is detailed in Chapter 8. Chap-
ter 9 considers the legacies of immigration choices in respect to the re-
vival of ethnic politics and the diffusion of multiculturalism. Chapter
10 considers how the United States is building a national political
culture that is respectful of diversity and the values of the different
groups constitutive of its citizens. I emphasize the striking capacity of
U. S. citizens to confront and resolve the country’s uncomfortable
historical legacies, and then I conclude that the new regard for di-
verse cultural and political traditions is a logical manifestation of
this ability.
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[mmigrant America






CHAPTER TWO

[mmigration and American
Political Development

The formulation of immigration policy in the early twentieth century
rapidly focused on the suitability and quantity of immigrants arriving
at U.S. ports. A debate principally about European immigrants, it was
fueled by alarm about southern and eastern European immigrants;
they were considered less desirable than those migrants emanating
from northwestern Europe, which was the dominant source of nine-
teenth-century immigration. Hostility to economic migrants became
subsumed into a more general tear of alien groups and so-called ra-
cially “undesirable™ immigrants. It was the unassimilability of new
immigrants—in terms of several criteria such as race, mental compe-
tence, or criminality—that vexed policy-makers (an unassimilability
often presumed in respect to Mexicans).! This anxiety prompted ra-
cial restrictions. As Robert Divine concludes, the restrictionist quota-
based system that was formalized in the 1920s substituted “the tradi-
tional belief that the European who came across the Atlantic could be
remade by the power of the American environment and the demo-
cratic system . . . with . . . racist theory.”™ The abandonment of the
universal right of entry subverted the traditional taith in individual
self-worth as a basis for selection, superseding it with racially -
formed notions of “group™ and what later proved to be a problematic
conception of the “American race.”

Restrictionist legislation was effected in two stages: first, the alloca-
tion of quotas to European countries within an aggregate immigrant
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figure, a policy that advantaged northwestern over southeastern Eu-
ropeans; and second, the refinement of this quota system into one
based on the principle of “national origins,” which distinguished
Americans of direct “settler descent” from all other European groups,
a distinction common in American culture and defended by the An-
glo-Saxon elite. In Willa Cather’s novel Sapphira and the Slave Girl,
set in the 1850s, the author records that the main family, the Colberts,
“were termed ‘immigrants,’—as were all settlers who did not come
from the British Isles.”? Late-nmineteenth-century legislation antici-
pated part of this new policy in its exclusion of epileptics, so-called
“idiots,” and lunatics from the right to immigrate and in the restric-
tion of Chinese immigrants.

These restrictions reflected a particular conception of American
national identity. A Tocquevillean view of U. S. identity as white and
Anglo-Saxon* dominated the conception of an “American™ in the de-
cades before the 1950s; maintaining or strengthening this view struc-
tured the debates about immigration restriction from the 1880s, com-
plementing the treatment of African Americans (and discernible in
white supremacist doctrines such as Manifest Destiny).” This con-
ception has two elements. First, the key makers of U. S. immigration
policy traced American identity to the country’s white English inheri-
tance and wanted this emphasis enshrined in legislation to ensure
that new immigrants were assimilable on these terms; plainly, African
Americans already present in the United States were not considered
assimilable. Thus, in his influential study of American democracy,
Alexis de Tocqueville refers to the “English race in America” or “An-
glo Americans” as terms synonymous with that of “American,” and
he reserves discussion of both African Americans and American Indi-
ans to a separate chapter; indeed, he sees these as two separate races
distinct from the American race and retlects on the incompautbility of
the “three races.” De Tocquevitle marshals a view of racial differences
commonplace to the 1840s: “if we reason from what passes in the
world, we should almost say that the European is to the other races
of mankind what man himself is to the lower animals: he makes them
subservient to his use, and when he cannot subdue he destroys
them.”® This subordinate position mmtorms de Tocqueville’s percep-
tion of what constituted the dominant American nationality, and it
was a view promoted by those who were politically and intellectually
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powerful in the nineteenth century and who were resistant to a
broader conception of American nationality.

Second, American policy-makers and politicians believed in the
openness of U.S. society to immigrants and generously conceived of
the opportunities available to them. For example, a speech in 1918 by
Secretary of the Interior Franklin Lane, which was entitled “The An-
swer of the Foreign Born,™ is characterized by a romantic account of
how opportunity was open to all in the United States:

and we, the foreign born, are here now to do our part, our full part, in
the making of America. All the thousands of years of upward struggle,

5o

the climb from serfdom up, has led to the Land of Equal Chance. We
fled from The Man Above. Here we have no master but ourselves. Our
hats come off to genius, not to rank. The great house on the hill 1s the
home of one who once was a section hand. If Justice fails in this land
ours 1s the fault. It the torch of liberty fades or fails, ours be the blame. If
our flag falls all the eager and struggling ones i other lands will lose
heart, all those who painted its starrv field in hopeful blue and drew its
stripes in courageous red will reproach us forever more.”

This statement not only 1ignored members of the U.S. polity whose
forebears arrived involuntarily or been displaced but also contlicted
with both American history and politics. These were common omis-
stons. The presidential commission, established by President Truman,
which vigorously criticized the immigration law, retained a version of
U.S. history that privileged one group of immigrants over others:
“|I]n a short period of human history the people of the United States
built this country from a wilderness to one of the most powerful and
prosperous nations in the world. The people who built America were
40 mithon immigrants who have come since the Maytlower, and their
descendants. We are still a vigorous and growing nation, and the eco-
nomic, social and other benefits available to us, the descendants of
immigrant forebears, are constantly expanding.™ Thus, even critics
of discriminatory immigration laws subscribed to a sanguine view ot
U.S. history and failed to recognize that not all voices and traditions
received equal representation in the prevailing conception of U. S.
identity. In particular, the descendants of involuntary immigrants and
the “new immigrants™ of the late nineteenth century were consigned
to a subordinate place.

[ undertake several tasks in this chapter.” Principally, the chapter
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sets out the intellectual agenda against which immigration policy has
come to assume significance and introduces the main concepts In
which this discussion is pursued. The main thesis of the chapter is
how debates about immigration in the 1920s galvanized three en-
during issues in American political development that, when com-
bined, constituted an Anglo-Saxon Americanism. These issues are
the appropriate content and boundaries of any notion of American-
ization for immigrants; the historic sources of multiculturalism; and
the influence of immigration choices in determining—to employ cur-
rent language—the “whiteness” of U.S. identity. These issues have
proved enduring ones in part because of how the immigration debate
of the 1920s unfolded and of how it influenced American political de-
velopment.

Theoretically, this study engages with the efforts of those scholars
seeking to develop a richer analysis of the traditions constitutive of
American political culture and to find a compatibility between
the competing claims of universal citizenship, group traditions, and
diversity. This book contributes to that scholarship by examining the
United States’s selective policy in the 1920s, a policy that operated
most forcefully externally toward prospective immigrants (when, in
Margo Anderson’s description, U.S. immigration policy was set in
a “kind of racialist concrete”!?) and that was complemented domesti-
cally in an intense Americanization campaign and in segregated race
relations. The suspicion of diversity in the decades leading up to
and including the 1920s stemmed from the political dominance of one
group’s conception of U. S. identity: that the identity was consti-
tuted by a white Anglo-American inheritance, the conception propa-
gated in the Americanization movement. In this view, the melting pot
assimilationist model implied first that those permitted to engage in
assimilation should be largely preselected and second that the purpose
of the process was to produce not the unpredictable outcome of a gen-
uine melting-pot mixture but a citizenry consistent with a prior con-
ception of American identity.

The Melting Pot and Americanization

The single most important issue about immigration in twentieth-cen-
tury-America has been the assimilability of immigrants. Opponents of
immigration have consistently alighted on the problem of immigrant
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suitability to become members of the U.S. polity, a suitability mea-
sured against an Anglo-American conception of American identity.
How this process of “becoming American” has been conceived, there-
fore, assumes great significance. The dominant approach has been
one that presumes that assimilation through the melting pot has func-
tioned to Americanize immigrants.

The Melting Pot

From the late nineteenth century, a conception of American society as
a hybrid melting pot that was derived from its mixture of immigrants
quickly became the orthodoxy about how immigration shaped the
political culture. This melting-pot process was famously described a
hundred years earlier by the Frenchman St. Jean de Crévecoeur:

[W]hence came all these people? thev are a mixture of English, Scotch,
Irish, French, Dutch, Germans, and Swedes. From this promiscuous
breed, that race now called American have arisen . ..

What, then, is the American, this new man? He is either an European,
or the descendant of an European; hence that strange mixture of blood,
which you will find in no other country. I could point out to you a family
whose grandtather was an Englishman, whose wife was Dutch, whose
son married a French woman, and whose present four sons have now
four wives of different nations. He is an American, who, leaving behind
him all his ancient prejudices and manners, receives new ones from the
new mode of life he has embraced, the new government he obeys, and
the new rank he holds. Here individuals of all nations are melted into a
new race of men, whose labours and posterity will one day cause great
changes in the world.!

The term “melting pot,” as a metaphor for American life, received a
popularity boost in 1908 when Israel Zangwill’s play of that title was
performed to acclaim in New York. It included a eulogy to the new
nation:

[T]here she lives, the great Melting Pot. Listen! Can’t you hear the roar-
ing and bubbling? There gapes her mouth—the harbor where a thou-
sand mammoth feeders come from the ends of the world to pour on
their human freight. Ah, what a stirring and a seething! Celt and Latin,
Stav and Teuton, Greek and Syrian—Dblack and yellow. Yes, East and
West, and North and South,—how the great Alchemist melts and fuses
them with his purging flame! Here shall they all unite to build the Re-
public of Man and the kingdom of God. Ah, what is the glory of Rome
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and Jerusalem where all nations and races come to worship and look
back, compared with the glory of America, where all races come to la-
bor and look forward.!?

A literary version of this vision is presented in Saul Bellow’s charac-
ter Augie March, who begins his eponymous adventures with this
famous declaration: “I am an American, Chicago born and go at
things as I have taught myself, free-style and will make the record in
my own way.” 3

Even at the time of Zangwill’s play, the meltung-pot idea was
viewed with suspicion by some groups in the United States. One Ger-
man author noted that “for us German-Americans the teaching of this
play [The Melting Pot| is simply a mixture of insipid phrases and
unhistorical thinking.” Germans did not want to melt and quite hap-
pily combined being both German and American: “we did not come
into this American nation as an expelled and persecuted race, seeking
help and protection, but as a part of the nation, entitled to the same
consideration as any other.” Americanization was irrelevant, “for we
are Americans in the political sense.”

That the melting pot was neither an open nor an inclusive pro-
cess was first formally demonstrated in the Chinese Exclusion Act of
1882. By the end of the 1920s, the melting-pot norm was tarnished.
The discriminatory system enacted in that decade, which was formal-
ized in the national origins regulations, was designed to limit immi-
gration to certain groups already assimilated into American identity.
Immigrants were to be selected on the grounds ot their cultural, ra-
cial, and eugenic compatibility with the dominant conception of U. S.
political culture and its people, an Anglo-Saxon conception. More
fundamentally, the melting pot historically and institutionally had no
room for African Americans. For this reason, in his important book,
White Over Black, Winthrop Jordan refutes the whole melting pot
thesis, arguing instead that Americans were “modified Englishmen
rather than products of a European amalgam” and therefore that
American identity was not such a hybrid. This configuration had pro-
found consequences for African Americans’ position in the U. S. pol-
ity, as Jordan explains, writing about the post-Revolutionary decades:
“Americans’ conclusions about themselves, no matter how vague or
inconsistent, virtually precluded their arriving at certain conclusions
about Negroes. Because they viewed the architecture of their culture
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as modified-English rather than fused-English, most Americans were
not led to ponder the dynamics of cultural amalgamation in America,
much less the pronounced African element involved. In fact there was
little consideration given to the possibility that Negro language and
manners had contributed to American uniqueness.”" This telling de-
scription retains its validity and urgency. Thus, the melting pot frame-
work, despite its allegedly inclusionary character, in practice contrib-
uted to that view of U. S. nationality as a white one. For many of
those active in the immigration debate, no thought at all was given
to the experience of the African Americans among them, descendants
of slaves. Thus, Woodrow Wilson’s frequent panegyrics about the
United States consciously excluded mvoluntary immigrants: he told
one group of newly naturalized citizens in 1915 that “this country is
constantly drinking strength out of new sources by the voluntary as-
sociation with it of great bodies of strong men and forward-looking
women of other lands.” ' I draw attention to this omission not espe-
cially to castigate Wilson but to underline the intellectual and politi-
cal context within which the discussion about immigration was
conducted.

The melting-pot metaphor had particular torce in the 1900s be-
cause Americans could look back on the massive immigration of the
nineteenth century, the first great wave of immigrants.'” This latter
population consisted principally of Trish Catholics and German Prot-
estants, the former’s religion immediately conthcting with the Protes-
tantism that some Americans believed inherent to the United States (a
conflict for German Catholics too). Protestantism was linked funda-
mentally to the “Englishness™ of the original settlers, and it fostered
immediate barriers and distinctions, as Dimnerstein et al summarize:
“|Tlhe English, as did other peoples, regarded those who diftered
from them as inferior. Black Africans, because of their color and cus-
toms, were both feared and scorned. Toward Europeans from the
continent, whose ways varied only slightly trom their own, English-
men felt a certain kinship, but they regarded their own practices as su-
perior.” 8 The hostility or indifference of the descendants of these first
settlers extended in time to African Americans to the waves of Euro-
pean immigrants in the nineteenth century, including the Irish, and to
American Indians. Thus, Francis Prucha discerns a profound Protes-
tantism motivating the humanitarian “friends of the Indian™ reform-
ers of the late nineteenth century, a Protestantism that “merged al-
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most imperceptibly into Americanism.” He explains that “in a period
when traditional values seemed threatened by hordes of immigrants
coming to American shores—immigrants from eastern and southern
Europe who seemed to fit only with difficulty into the accepted cul-
ture—the reformers insisted on the Americanization of all unfamil-
iar elements.”! An equal concern about the unassimilability of the
European groups—on grounds of religious, cultural, or ethnic differ-
ences—exercised the existing American population. The reason for
these attitudes lies in the conception of “American-ness” dominant in
the nineteenth century.

Such a view has been advanced by other scholars. Barbara Solomon
examines the construction of an Anglo-Saxon identity among descen-
dants of the first English settlers in New England: to many New Eng-
landers of the 1870s and 1880s, “the American was already recogniz-
able by definite traits. Citizens of Yankee stock were likely to attribute
such traits to English roots and to beheve that they were maintained
from generation to generation, in a swiftly changing nation, by quali-
ties derived from Anglo-Saxon forebears.”?° The historian Jack Pole
comments that among the “undisclosed assumptions” about U. S. de-
mocracy held by political leaders, from reformist intellectuals to labor
spokespeople, the “most basic” was that “of a pervasive homogeneity
of national character.”?! Interchangeability and assimilability were
deemed necessary conditions for citizenship. Citing a view attribut-
able to both Woodrow Wilson and Theodore Roosevelt, Pole writes
that “both these men believed that the character of American nation-
ality was fixed in the period from 1776 to 1787.” As a consequence,
“all subsequent mingling was a process of continued assimilation into
the original type,” whose “basic qualities in such fundamentals as
law, education, and religion” were immutable.?? Any melting-pot
process was not as random as the rhetoric might imply. Woodrow
Wilson’s fears about racial mixing and about the threat posed by im-
migrants were of a long-standing character, since he had expressed
concern in the 1880s about southern and eastern European immi-
grants: he concluded that they possessed “neither skill nor energy nor
any initiative ot quick intelligence.”? Wilson’s history of the Ameri-
can people was assiduously cited by W. B. Griffith in the footnotes ac-
companying his movie Birth of a Nation, a racially biased narrative of
the United States’s history. Wilson’s views were certainly not unique,
not least among Progressives.
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The melting pot is a term still widely used despite its partial descrip-
tion of historical practices. The populist Peter Salins eulogizes the
“magic of assimilation” provided by such a framework, declaring
biblically that “assimilation, American style . . . is nothing less than a
miracle.” He argues that the United States has achieved “an almost
impossible feat: It has forged a culturally unified nation, hundreds of
millions strong, spanning a continent, at peace with itself, out of peo-
ple drawn, literally, from every corner of the world.”?* Salins en-
dorses de Crevecoeur’s thesis that a “new race” was created through
assimilation. He writes that “this concept ot Americans constituting
an entirely ‘new race’ distinct from any particular ethnic stock is the
bedrock of assimilation because it so completely contradicts the eth-
nic particularism that is assimilationism’s great enemy.”? But this
early view was a partial one in that not all groups were equally wel-
comed as potential members of the melting pot. This limitation seri-
ously qualifies continuing advocacy of the melting pot as an inclu-
sive doctrine. Furthermore, Salins’s employment of the term “new
race” to describe Americans demonstrates a curiously innocent use of
this term: 1s 1t meant sociologically or biologically or in some other
sense?? Inadequate and imprecise though the term “melting pot” may
be, 1t is still regularly emploved in discussions of immigration and
U.S. politics.

Americanization

The presumption of a single national identity precluded diversity and
devalued some ethnic or group traditions in comparison with others.
Here the 1920s had a crucial effect, since legislation formalized this
national Anglo-Saxon identity under the guise of a “melting-pot™ ide-
ology. Increasingly the narrowness of the assimilationist assumptions
of the melting pot have stimulated a more critical appraisal of the
Americanization implied by this hybrid elixir. But historically it was
the proposition that new immigrants failed to be suthciently Ameri-
can that enabled populist Americanization to flourish.

The construction of an Anglo-Saxon conception?” of the desirable
American was consolidated between the 1890s and the 1920s when
restrictionist rhetoric and anti-immigrant sentiment peaked, as
Barbara Solomon notes: “[I|n the process of solving American prob-
lems, the native conception of democratic society became somewhat
Anglicized. The country which had received all the European nation-
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alities, as well as the Chinese, Japanese, and Negroes, was offered an-
other, higher image of the American: Anglo-Saxon in coloring, linea-
ments, and physique; Protestant in religion; masterly in nation-
building.” At this time, “the abstract ideal of homogeneity, so lacking
in the concrete land of diverse Americans, dominated the thoughts of
most native educated citizens.”?8 That Americans in the nineteenth
century held a particular conception of national identity, which ex-
cluded many groups, has gained increasing currency amongst schol-
ars. Rogers Smith suggests that this narrow ethnic conception of
American identity arose from what he terms an “ascriptive American-
ism,” rooted in a perception of Americans as white and Protestant.”’
Such a view favored a process of Americanization based on assimila-
tion rather than on the celebration of diversity. But in doing so, this
view lay the foundations for strong group loyalties, which were sup-
pressed in the short run.

This implication was apparent to observers in the 1910s and 1920s
when the “Americanization as assimilation” movement was at its
zenith. Writing about Japanese immigrants in 1922, the sociologist
Robert Park observed that “the isolation of the Japanese in America
has the added effect of making them keenly self-conscious, as a race.
This leads to analysis of the position of their group in the country”
and to “point out danger signs,”* a tendency doubtless heightened by
the Supreme Court’s ruling in the 1922 Ozaiwa decision that Japanese
were ineligible for citizenship because they were not white.’! In a re-
lated point, Matthew Jacobson argues that Anglo-Saxon was “a ra-
cialist unit of meaning” that was exclusionary in two ways when ar-
ticulated in the 1840s: “it separated racially ‘pure’ Americans from
‘mongrelized’ and ‘degenerate’ Mexicans on the one front; and it
divided virtuous, selt-governing Anglo-Saxon citizens from pathetic
Celtic newcomers on the other.”3? The crucial point is how the notion
of Anglo-Saxon, effected in Americanization, defined some groups in
and others out of the dominant conception of U.S. national identity.

The hostility of restrictionists toward southern and eastern Euro-
pean immigrants echoed reactions toward a previous generation of
immigrants. Thus, by the middle and late nineteenth century, Ameri-
can society had developed a strong nativist movement, whose mem-
bers defined themselves as defenders of a genuine “Americanism.”
The Catholic Irish were the principal object of its hostility.33 This
movement further solidified a definition of an American. Germans,
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despite their foreign language (and in some cases Catholicism), were
welcomed because of their “reputation for hard work, thrift, and de-
termination.” In contrast, the disembarking of three million Irish be-
tween the 1840s and 1850s stimulated hostility. They challenged the
United States’s religious composition: “their Catholicism, at the core
of all their values, came into direct conflict with the Protestantism of
old-stock Americans and most of the other European immigrants.”*
Irish laborers took more unskilled jobs than German immigrants who
mostly occupied skilled positions. Both groups were disliked for their
Catholicism, especially the Irish, while their politics were feared. The
historian Ray Billington records that by the 1850s, the “solidarity of
the foreign-born vote, whether cast for Whigs or Democrats, created
the impression that the immigrants were all acting in accord with a
general command and that that command came from the Catholic
Church.”

The Know-Nothing (or American) Party—vigorously nativist in its
tenets—flourished in this conflictual and tense environment, as new
members of the U. S. polity vied with the established mores and cus-
toms of the old. The Know-Nothing movement was premised on a
hostility to foreigners and non-Americans, a hostility crystallized by
the movement's attitude to Catholicism, a “hatred” toward which
“held members of the Know-Nothing party together.” It arose, ac-
cording to Matthew Jacobson, because of the excessive inclusivity of
the 1790 naturalization laws that permitted whites to acquire citizen-
ship. He writes that “the period between the first massive Irish migra-
tion of the 1840s and the triumph of racially engineered immigration
restriction in the 1920s was thus marked by a profound ideological
tension between established codes of whiteness as inclusive of all Eu-
ropeans, and new, racialist revisions.”?” Resentment of Catholicism
extended especially to Irish immigrants; the Know-Nothing Party dis-
seminated anti-Catholic propaganda. Meeting in secret, 1its members
were initially unknown to each other; consequently, when questioned
about their party, they answered, “I don’t know,” which supplied the
movement’s appellation. After local and state electoral successes, the
party organized nationally in 1855. In its platform, adopted in Phila-
delphia, the party demanded restrictive naturalization laws, the dis-
franchisement of unnaturalized foreigners, and a repeal by Congress
of acts making grants of land to unnaturalized toreigners. Its clec-
toral support and congressional presence were, however, insufficiently
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large to accomplish these ends, though some of its proposals received
wide support.

Religious conflict and division reflected deeper cultural and racial
antagonism, which was resonant until the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury. Irish immigrants could, however, conjoin the common disdain
for African Americans and, in time, assert their superiority and citi-
zenship rights.?® The determination of immigrants to assimilate—the
acceptance of the English language, for instance (though German
was permitted in schools in several Midwestern states until the First
World War)—ultimately won over the suspicion of American Protes-
tants about the inherent “foreignness” of Catholicism, and that deter-
mination also encouraged Irish immigrants to embrace the prevailing
attitudes toward African Americans. This grudging acceptance took
some time, at least until the early twentieth century, since as Orlando
Patterson remarks, “no ‘white’ person in his right mind considered
the Irish ‘white’ up to as late as the 1920s,”% even though Irish immi-
grants were entitled under the naturalization law to acquire citizen-
ship. Assimilation through public schools proved also to be partial,
according to Dinnerstein et al: “whereas educators were eager to get
the children of immigrants into the schools to ‘“Americanize’ them,
they were frequently indifferent to black youngsters.”* By the end of
the century, “Americanization” had become a major motif of Ameri-
can life, with industrialists such as Henry Ford providing English
instruction and lessons in “American” values for their foreign em-
ployees.

Politically, Irish and German immigrants exploited the opportuni-
ties presented by trade unions—joining them—and thereby conspired
in the treatment of African Americans, who were either excluded or
relegated to segregated locals, especially in the Northeastern and
Midwestern cities.*! Assimilation or entry into the melting pot permit-
ted European immigrants, despite the strictures of the Know-Noth-
ings, gradually to become part of the dominant group, able in turn to
look askance on new entrants and those already marginalized. This
option—embraced by Catholic Irish immigrants in the early twentieth
century who found themselves a surprise member of the “northwest-
ern European” coalition, advocating restrictionist immigration pol-
icy that would favor their constitutive nationalities—was denied to
the Chinese and the Japanese in the United States and inconceivable
in respect to African Americans. Apparent here is the way in which
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the “whiteness” of American identity was constructed sociologically
and historically, an 1ssue I take up later. Preliminarily, the importance
of such sociological distinctions is reported by Orlando Patterson:
“those who were visibly or vaguely ‘white’ eagerly sought member-
ship within the Caucasian chalk circle and were usually welcomed as
long as they could prove no trace of African ‘blood.””*2 This strategy
evoked some novel alhances, as Patterson comments ironically: “in-
deed, ‘whiteness,” or rather non-‘blackness,” became a powerful unify-
ing force.” Thus, “swarthy Sicilians and Arabs now found themselves
one with blond Northern Europeans, Irish Catholics with English
Protestants, formerly persecuted Jews with Gentiles—all were united
in the great ‘white republic’ of America by virtue simply of not being
tainted by one drop of the despised Afro-American blood.”*

Asians were excluded from the dominant U.S. identity. Before the
Exclusion Act of 1882, about a quarter of a million Chinese entered
the United States, generally to work at low-paid manual jobs. Chinese
immigrants “experienced discrimination and abuse. Most of them
had come over as indentured or bond servants, having had their
passage paid for in return for a promise to work for a stipulated pe-
riod of time.”* Such Chinese immigrants—Iike the Japanese—were
viewed as fundamentally unassimilable.*> For instance, i California
both Chinese and Japanese immigrants were poorly treated, often by
the white working class, as Tomas Almaguer has documented: “[T]he
‘heathen Chinese,” and later the Japanese ‘Yellow Peril’ attracted in-
tense opposition from segments of the white working class and self-
employed, petit bourgeois commodity producers. White imnmugrants
in these classes railed against the fundamental threat that these Asian
immigrants posed to their rights and entitlements as ‘free white per-
sons’ in the new state.”# Almaguer argues that the raciahzed hostlity
toward Chinese immigrants arose from their location at the point of
conflict between American capitalists—eager to employ Chinese la-
bor—and white workers—who considered them a threat to the free
laboring class. This dual pressure proved fatal to the political and eco-
nomic position of the Chinese immigrants, since “white male laborers
believed that Chinese workers threatened both their precarious class
position and the underlying racial entitlements that white supremacy
held out to them and to the white immigrants who followed them into
the new class structure.”” In Almaguer’s view, it was the terests of
working-class people in Cahitfornia, divided by race, that structured
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the disadvantaged position of Chinese immigrants. Thus, he writes
that “white craftsmen and other skilled workers consistently sought
to maintain their privileged racial status over the Chinese and, in the
process, reaffirmed the centrality of race as the primary organizing
principle of nineteenth-century Anglo Calitornia.”# Chinese immi-
gration, after the 1880s, gave way to Japanese, with over 120,000
people claiming Japanese ancestry who were living in the United
States by the 1920s.** The same hostility and restrictions were ex-
tended a generation later to the Japanese immigrants. The ensuing
tensions and limitations—Japanese Americans were often not allowed
to buy or own property and were limited in the occupations open to
them—are caught in David Guterson’s novel Snow Falling on Cedars,
which is set in Washington state. The internment of 110,000 Japa-
nese-Americans during World War Two symbolized brutally the inte-
rior position of these people in the United States.’® Ot the 120,000
persons imprisoned in this way, 70,000 were American citizens.’!

The Naturalization Act of 1790 determined eligibility tor citizen-
ship, the first exercise in what Omi and Winant term the U. S. state’s
“racial policy,” the main object of which has been, they claim, “re-
pression and exclusion.”’2 The police excluded nonwhites from that
entitlement and set a two-year waiting period before white aliens
were entitled to apply for citizenship in the United States.’? The exclu-
sion of nonwhites from the entitlement to naturalization sealed the
fate not only of Asians resident in the United States but also of black
immigrants. As Dinnerstein et al. remind their readers, no matter how
abusive behavior was toward immigrants, African Americans fared
worse, certainly in the decades after 1896: “despite widespread antip-
athy toward immigrants, the worst demonstrations focused on Afri-
can Americans.”’* The shifting eligibility for naturalization illustrates
the changing definitions ot membership. This fluidity arises from the
sociological and historical basis of “racial” delineations; as Tomas
Almaguer remarks, “how and where racial lines are drawn is an
open question and the possibility for contestation always exists,”S a
proposition demonstrated in respect to legal judgments by Ian Haney
Lopez.

The 1870s and the ensuing four decades witnessed another major
wave of immigration to the United States, which acted as the stimulus
to new restrictions, culminating in the Johnson-Reed Act of 1924.
These European immigrants came from southern and eastern Europe,
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a contrast to the northwestern origin of earlier European arrivals. The
disdain heaped on these new arrivals proved a propitious atmosphere
for the promulgation of theories and arguments that were skeptical
about the immigrants’ values, commitment to U.S. institutions, and
alleged inferiority. In his widely read book Ouwur Country, Josiah
Strong argues that “immigration is detrimental to popular morals.”
He adds that “it has a like influence upon popular intelligence, for the
percentage of illiteracy among the foreign-born population is thirty-
eight per cent greater than among the native-born whites. Thus immi-
gration complicates our moral and political problems by swelling our
dangerous classes.” Anticipating a major concern of restrictionists in
the early twentieth century, Strong worried that despite naturahza-
tion, “many American citizens are not Americanized. It is as unfortu-
nate as it is natural, that foreigners in this country should cherish their
own language and peculiar customs, and carry their nationality as a
distinct factor, mto our pohitics.™ ™ The cleavages opened up by this
wave of immigration marked the accession of northwestern Europe-
ans into the domiant Anglo-Saxon conception of U.S. identity.

The question of Americanization has recurred. Its modern advo-
cates confront critics for whom this process unavoidably echoes the
prejudices and exclusionary impulses of the 1920s. But the pressure
to identify common values to which citizens can subscribe is a con-
stant one politically. Thus, the political scientist Noah Pickus argues
that a common sense of membership 1s a prerequisite to a success-
ful polity: “we must . . . reaffirm the necessity of a shared sense of
identity.” 8 The 1997 Commission on Immigration Reform’s members
concluded that in order to succeed, Americanization must be a “two-
way street.” This notion of a “two-way street” 1s meant to break deci-
sively with the assimilationist and exclusionary tendencies of earlier
Americanization initiatives: “[IJmmigration presents mutual obhga-
trons. Immigrants must accept the obligations we impose—to obey
our laws, to pay taxes, to respect other cultures and ethnic groups. At
the same time, citizens incur obligations to provide an environment
in which newcomers can become fully participating members of our
society.” The purpose of this exercise does not seem especially novel,
however: “[IJmmigration and immigrant policy . . . 1s about the mean-
ing of American nationality and the foundation of national unity. It 1s
about uniting persons from all over the world in a common civic cul-
ture.” ¢ Can these political ends be reconciled with a genuine “two-
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way” process of Americanization? Unquestionably, without such a
reformulation, the less attractive features of Americanization will
prevail.

The 1997 Commission on Immigration Reform identifies four
“truths” as constitutive of American nationality and of the classic e
pluribus unum maxim: the principles and values of the Constitution
such as equal protection before the law; ethnic and religious diversity
as the basis for national unity; a shared English language; and “law-
fully admitted newcomers of any ancestral nationality—without re-
gard to race, ethnicity, or religion—truly become Americans when
they give allegiance to these principles and values.”®! The commission
defined Americanization as the “process of integration by which im-
migrants become part of our communities and by which our commu-
nities and the nation learn from and adapt to their presence. Ameri-
canization means the civic incorporation of immigrants, that is the
cultivation of a shared commitment to the American values of liberty,
democracy and equal opportunity.”¢ This is a fulsomely patriotic ver-
sion of the process of “becoming American.” In a workshop orga-
nized to coincide with the commission’s deliberations, the subject of
Americanization generated continuing disagreement: “[PJarticipants
applauded the Commission for characterizing Americanization as a
two-way street. But what, they asked, does this metaphor actually
mean?” Four alternative versions emerged: immigrants adapt; Ameri-
cans adapt; America adapts; or “America is the wrong category.”¢
Emerging from the workshop is a profound disagreement about the
content of American identity and the apposite role of Americaniza-
tion. The alternative positions are, for some, that to integrate and
unite a disparate population, it is appropriate to take the values of the
U.S. Constitution as a basis for a shared American identity, whereas
others maintain that the United States’s failure historically to realize
those values is so severe that retaining a shared conception, attainable
through Americanization, is unsustainable.

Rogers Smith provides additional concern about Americanization
from his study of the failure of the courts to expand citizenship:
“|TThe near-total failure of federal courts and Congress to expand ei-
ther the content of national citizenship rights or the range of those en-
titled to claim them during the Progressive Era is significant. It indi-
cates that, contrary to Hartzian expectations, the civic vision of the
centrist progressives never defined national identity chiefly in terms of
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personal liberties.” He spells out the implications for national U.S.
values: “centrists sought to build both order and national loyalty
through civic measures designed to bolster what they took to be tradi-
tional national traits, including the organic racial and ethnic charac-
ter, of the U. S. citizenry.”** Even more pointedly, Gary Gerstle docu-
ments just how extensive and consequential “cultural coercion” was
in the 1920s: as American cities in the Northeast and Midwest were
transformed by the predominance of “ethnic and racial minorities,”
so “attacks on minority cultures were issues of national import.” He
adds that during the 1920s, “millions of ethnics felt culturally
beseiged . . . Prohibition, mandatory Americanization programs, and
immigration restriction were coercive measures designed to strip im-
migrants of their foreign languages, customs, and politics.”¢ Such
cultural and ethnic tensions have endured, Gerstle argues: “our his-
tory suggests that building a national community depends on repres-
sion and exclusion, hardly a happy prospect for any architect of
postethnic America to contemplate. ¢

From Cultural Pluralism to Multiculturalism

Melting-pot assimilation advantages unity over diversity. But there
have always been advocates, however muted, of a pluralist concep-
tion of U.S. identity.

Cultural Pluralism

The melting-pot model implied that immigrants to the United States
discarded their previous ethnic values and loyalties, diving into a pool
of mixed groups and becoming part of the resultant heterogeneous
potion. Such a casting off of previous ethnic loyalties and values to
join a new single identity was the obverse of a community premised
on cultural plurality and a multiplicity ot ethnic allegiances. However,
there were champions of a cultural pluralism in the 1920s; whose
views proved to be precursors of multiculturalism.

The leading proponent of a “cultural pluralism™ perspective was
Horace Kallen, who introduced the term in two articles in The Nation
in 1915.¢7 Kallen shared many of the assumptions of a patrician
American about class divisions and ethnic failings but nonetheless
was fearful that advocates of Americanization, and of a dominant
American identity, would seek unduly to suppress ethnic diversity by
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creating an artificial *American” nationality. Gary Gerstle notes that
thinkers such as Kallen and, more especially, John Dewey were “im-
mersed since youth in the culture of American Protestantism and re-
publicanism,™ a background that made 1t dithcult for them “to ac-
knowledge an equivalent value in the very different heritages of
immigrants, especially of those from Southern and Eastern Europe.”®®
Doing so required breaking with prevailing sentiments and their own
education. Kallen’s worry was principally that attempts to create
what he called an “Americanized unison” from diverse immigrant or
ethnic groups would prove counterproductive and would dilute the
very source of the United States’s prosperity and political stability.
Kallen argued that assimilation and economic progress for immigrant
groups initially encouraged them to suppress their distinctive ethnic
traits but that these subsequently reemerged:

[O]nce the proletarian level of such independence is reached, the pro-
cess of assimilation slows down and tends to come to a stop. The immi-
grant group is still a national group, modified, sometimes improved, by
environmental influences, but otherwise a solitary spiritual unit, which
is seeking to find its way out of its own social level. This search brings
to light permanent group distinctions, and the immigrant, like the An-
glo-Saxon American, i1s thrown back upon himself and his ancestry.
Then a process of dissimilation begins. The arts, life, and ideals of the
nationality become central and paramount; ethnic and national differ-
ences change in status from disadvantages to distinctions. All the while
the immigrant has been using the English language and behaving like an
American in matters economic and political, and continues to do so.%’

In a memorable description, Kallen added, with a reference to the
most intense efforts at assimilation, that “on the whole, Americaniza-
tion has not repressed nationality. Americanization has liberated na-
tionality.””” Comparable claims would be advanced about the “new
ethnic politics” trom the 1970s. And recent research on immigrants’
attitudes has icreasingly unearthed a resistance to complete Ameri-
canization and even hostility to the submersion of ethnic traditions, as
Gary Gerstle writes: “for the majority of immigrants stuck in the
working class, Americanization meant only acquiescence in their op-
pression.” !

Horace Kallen argued that critics ot immigration fundamentally
feared the “difference” posed by immigrants, despite the fact that
American political institutions themselves made such diversity possi-
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ble and, indeed, promoted 1t: “democratism and the Federal principle
have worked together with economic greed and ethnic snobbishness
to people the land with all the nationalities ot Europe, and to convert
the early American nation into the present American state.””? Diver-
sity presented a dilemma for the United States, in Kallen’s view: a
choice berween an imposed “unison, singing the old Anglo-Saxon
theme ‘America,”” or a “harmony” constituted by the various ethnic
groups of the United States. Kallen warned strenuously against at-
tempts to create a homogenous identity: “[T]o achieve unison would
be to violate . . . the basic law of America itself and the spirit of Amer-
ican mstitutions . . . Fundamentally it would require the complete na-
tionalization of education, the abolition of every form of parochial
and private school, the abolition of instruction in other tongues than
English, and the concentration of the teaching ot history and litera-
ture upon the English tradition.”™ A “unison™ nation or “American
race” would necessitate the “unison of ethnic types.” Furthermore,
“1t must be, 1f it 1s to be at all, a unison of social and historic interests,
established by the complete cutting-oft ot the ancestral, exclusive use
of our populations, the enforced, exclusive use of the English lan-
guage and English and American history in the schools and in the
daily lite.”™ Kallen counseled against such a model, proposing instead
an openness to diversity and recognition of the value of ethnic tradi-
tions. It was an alternative viston to that of the homogenizing Ameri-
canization program, and one that found support initially with some
employers, though much less so as Americanism and anticommunism
intensified in the 1920s.7°

Writing three decades later, Kallen remained an advocate of a cul-
tural pluralism consisting of One World “but One World i pliribus,
as a federal union of diversities, not a diversion of diversities into un-
differentiated unity.” ™ Without individuality and an acceprance of di-
versity, he argued, cultures become sclerotic. Kallen maintained that
the conflict or tension between what he termed “an ancient authori-
tartan monism of culture” and a “free cultural pluralism intrinsic to
the American Idea””” underpinned the United States’s cultural rich-
ness and innovation.

The philosopher John Dewey also presented a more inclusive
approach to U.S. identity. He castigated critics, including Woodrow
Wilson and Theodore Roosevelt, of “hyphenated™ Americans: “the
fact 1s, the genuine American, the typical American, 1s himself a
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hyphenated character.” Dewey argued that “he is not American plus
Pole or German. But the American is himself Pole-German-English-
French-Spanish-Italian-Greek-Irish-Scandinavian-Bohemiam-Jew—
and so on. The point is to see to it that the hyphen connects instead of
separates.””$

However, this cultural pluralist approach to immigration policy
and the accommodation of immigrant identities in the United States
was racially limited, since its proponents assumed a white national
identity. African Americans make no appearance in Dewey’s inven-
tory of the ingredients of the American, an omission that his formula-
tion shares with de Crevecoeur’s melting pot. Dewey’s comments are,
a reminder of the historical overtones of the multiculturalist debate.
Horace Kallen reproduced commonplace stereotypes about African
Americans (at one point lumping them with “the degenerate farming
stock of New England, the ‘poor whites’ of the South”™) even though
there is no reason, in terms of his own argument, why they should not
have had equal claim to be part of the United States. Kallen was writ-
ing on the eve of the Harlem Renaissance,’® when New York also be-
came the home to over a million African Americans migrating from
the South.

The alternative views of an Americanized melting pot or a cultural
pluralism were rendered salient by the divisions of the First World
War and the intense Americanism stimulated by the U.S.’s entry to the
European conflict. Anti-German feeling in particular was pronounced
(with German excised as an acceptable language of instruction in
schools), and patriotic tests were widely discussed as, for instance, in
the opposition to hyphenated self-descriptions. In this climate, Gary
Gerstle singles out the significance of John Dewey’s quiet abandon-
ment of the cultural pluralist agenda and his retreat to a focus on
questions of labor. Gerstle writes that, in contrast to Dewey’s prewar
writings, “in the 1920s, this founding member of the NAACP grew si-
lent on the still-vexing questions raised by America’s racial and ethnic
diversity, publishing dozens of essays, none of them focused on Afri-
can Americans.” In fact, “only once did he protest the racist character
of the immigration restriction system put in place between 1921 and
1924, and his protest was motivated not by his concern that such a
system betrayed liberal ideas but that it would influence militarist pas-
sions in Japan and thereby increase the likelihood of war.”s! He adds
that Dewey “turned away from his personal involvement with immi-
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grants.”$? A committed opponent of racism and anti-immigrant senti-
ment, Dewey emphasized class rather than ethnic or racial sources
of social conflict. As Gerstle concludes, former proponents of ethnic
diversity grew to doubt its plausibility in the United States: “even
the Progressives, like Dewey, who were most understanding of ethnic
needs and most committed to developing an inclusive American na-
tionalism, had never felt entirely comfortable in the presence of strong
ethnic cultures.”®? This discomfort resurfaced in the postwar pessi-
mism. Horace Kallen also became disillusioned with diversity and
anxious about how it fostered intolerance (ignoring the paradox that
Americanization itself sacrificed tolerance for a unified identity), in
large part, Gerstle agues, because of his unpleasant experience among
Boston’s Irish community in 1927 and 1928 (where he was almost ar-
rested for portraying Jesus Christ as an anarchist). He had already
broken with Zionism, and by the end of the 1930s, Kallen had little
faith in cultural pluralism, though after 1945 he did return to this
position.

Kallen’s arguments have had an influence on analyses of how
historically to conceptualize the attitudes of immigrants toward the
U.S. pohity; this conceptuahization has proved a shifting and elusive
question. The historiography of this topic has passed through several
phases, the content of which has been greatly influenced by changing
perceptions of immigrants in the U.S. polity. There are two broad
sweeps to this scholarly literature.® First, in terms of how immigrants
become full members of the polity, attention has moved from the
earlier assumption that a melting-pot assimilationist Americanization
process incorporated all comers to the recognition that this process
was in some ways partial (not everyone was included) and, further-
more, that the product of the process was not a random melting pot-
pourri but one biased toward certain interests already entrenched in
the United States. As the historian Russell Kazal observes, by the
1960s, scholars considered assimilation as a “process . . . occurring
within a society made up of groups clustered around an Anglo-Ameri-
can core,”® a core itself wrenched asunder by the so-called new ethnic
politics and the multiculturalism of the post-1960s decades. Conse-
quently, the “concept of an unchanging, monolithic, Anglo-American
cultural core is dead.”* The second development has been an evolv-
ing view of immigrants themselves and their attitudes toward Ameri-
canization and political incorporation: where scholars once described
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a discarding of historical and ethnic ties, later commentators found
these to be retained, prized, and cultivated. Thus, the view that assim-
ilating into American society “emancipated” immigrants has been
disputed, as Gerstle documents.?” It is this second dynamic that facili-
tated the development of the “new ethnic politics™ of the 1960s.

Multiculturalism

Multiculturalism is the explicit acknowledgment of competing and
coequal sources of cultural and ethnic identity in a political system.
Politically, these multiple identities have been integrated into public
policy in a way purported to respect the inherent value of each tradi-
tion and not to privilege any one tradition over another. Multicultur-
alism has had considerable impact on education policy.®® In this
sphere, it refers to the revision of educational curricula in high schools
and universities to include accounts of the historical experience of
groups previously accorded a small role or no role at all in the stan-
dard narratives. It was an attack on the allegedly dominant “West-
ern” conception of the United States’s historical formation, or as Da-
vid Goldberg states it: “multiculturalism 1s critical of and resistant
to the necessarily reductive imperatives of monocultural assimila-
tion.”% Noting that there is no authoritative author or canonical text
on multiculturalism, Melzer et al. propose the following “working”
definition: “it i1s a movement that radicalizes and Nietzscheanizes the
liberal ideal of tolerance—thus turning that ideal against liberalism—
by tending to deny the possibility of universal truths as well as of
nonsuppressive power and by seeking, through this very denial, a
comprehensive redistribution, not so much of wealth as of self-
esteem, and not so much to individuals as to various marginalized
groups.”?

Multiculturalist accounts of U.S. history include not only African
Americans and Native Americans but also ethnic groups, whose rep-
resentatives all laid claim to being depicted in the historical record.
The decision by Congress, in 1972, to fund an ethnic heritage studies
program proved both a signal about the revival of ethnic politics in
the United States and a boost to multicultural-type education. Bilin-
gual education curricula were introduced in some states in response to
multicultural pressures, though these have recently induced fierce po-
litical divisions rather than unity.”!

Multiculturalism, an attempt programmatically to address the con-
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sequences of a political system characterized by “multiple traditions,”
or as a modest exercise n cultural pluralism, is criticized precisely on
the grounds that 1t dilutes the core values of U. S., or American, iden-
tity. The debate between assimilationists and cultural pluralists, artic-
ulated during the 1920s, has recurred in the 1980s and 1990s. In this
sense, multiculturalism 1s a tendency that has been beneath the sur-
face of U. S. politics for several decades, although recently its salience
has plainly mounted. John Higham provides an appropriate historical
perspective on the recent debates: “under the milder label of ‘plural-
ism,” multicultural sensibilities had been quietly spreading at all levels
of the American school system since the 1960s.”°2 The same point is
made in a recent essay by Nathan Glazer.”

Multiculturalists would mostly reject the assumption of a uniform
American identity, which was held by nineteenth-century nativists
and was common among policy-makers when immigration restric-
tions were enacted in the 1920s; and although there were voices n
this latter decade wishing to conceive of a pluralist United States, they
were marginalized in policy choices. Multiculturalists challenge the
assumption of the United States as stated in its Constitution and in-
ferred from its 1deology: in essence, that there i1s a distinct Ameri-
can identity, formed through an assimilationist melting-pot process in
which all ethnic groups and nationalities participate more or less
equally, living in a Mr. Smith Goes to Washington Capraesque world.

Multiculturalists question the idea of a umversalist identity in
two ways. First, representatives of some groups argue that the forma-
tion, or assumption, of a dominant group necessarily remnforces the
marginality already experienced by their members in the U. S. polity.
This dominant identity is an Anglo-Saxon one: that is, i1t 1s one that
prioritizes the traditions and values of the English settlers and their
descendants in defining being American. Representatives of African
Americans who wanted racial integration and the elimination of dis-
criminatory segregation, such as the National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), can make such a case
with particular strength. For such proponents, multiculturalism—as
defined in high school curricula, for mstance—is presented as a means
better to integrate all groups or nationalities resident in the United
States into the dominant conception of the country’s culture, includ-
ing its political culture. It is about inclusion by broadening the coun-
try’s core political ideology to acknowledge a variety of cultural tradi-
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tions and values, though whether these latter can in fact be made
complementary rather than conflictual 1s an unresolved question. Sec-
ond, and more recently, representatives of some groups argue that
they wish to maintain a separate identity and related customs or prac-
tices, and they reject a “melting” of their traditions and 1dentity into
a dominant national group. This form of muluculturalism imples
separatism (a tendency with relatively few supporters in the United
States).”*

Multiculturalists reject the notion of a dominant and shared set of
values and cultural motifs as the basis of citizenship and politics in
the United States. This implication is identified by Nathan Glazer,
who observes that “for most of those who advocate multiculturalism,
it is a position-taking stance on the racial and ethnic diversity of the
United States. It is a position that rejects assimilation and the ‘melting
pot’ image as an imposition of the dominant culture, and instead pre-
fers such metaphors as the ‘salad bowl or the ‘glorious mosaic,” in
which each ethnic and racial element in the population maintains its
distinctiveness.”®S Preserving group distinctiveness and loyalty 1s the
obverse of the assimilationist principle, assumed, until the last
twenty-five years, to be the rational aim in all discussions of immigra-
tion and the rationale for Americanization. Striving for group identity
is also a judgment about the dominant culture.

Historically, group differences have rarely been sought by those
compelled to identity themselves in this way in a democratic polity:
instead, they are assumed, often reluctantly, as a necessary means to
achieve justice and the very equality of citizenship on which the dem-
ocratic creed rests.”® As Orlando Patterson notes, “Afro-Americans
had no choice but to emphasize their Afro-Americanism in mobiliz-
ing against the inequities of a system that discriminated against them
because they were Afro-American.”” In the 1920s, both Europeans
of certain nationalities and African Americans and Asian Americans
were discussed in terms of their unsuitability for assimilation in the
United States, a framework that privileged, often explicitly, “white-
ness” as an element of U.S. identity. The groups and individuals de-
scribed as unassimilable in public debates began to feel that they were
unassimilable because members of the country’s mainstream would
not let them assimilate, that is, would discriminate against them even
if they learned English and acted “American,” an attitude that made
them reluctant to try and that encouraged an emphasis on their own
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culture. Consequently, debates about assimilability were per-
formative, that is, they facilitated the very unassimilability they criti-
cized by insisting on 1ts existence. An emphasis on cultural distinct-
ness was part of a survival strategy, both economic and political.
For instance, in the case of Chinese Americans, because they were
excluded from the mainstream, they formed their own enclaves,
places where they could shop and work and live without experiencing
discrimination.”® This strategy meant associating only with other
members of their ethnic group, which led to an emphasis on their
own culture, language, and traditions rather than on a pursuit of as-
similation.”

The multiculturalist or group rights challenge has had wide politi-
cal repercussions. Educationally, an intense debate has been generated
by efforts to incorporate the writings and arguments representative
of hitherto neglected groups into high school and university curric-
ula. The occasional eccentricity of these modifications has been the
subject of media and intellectual comment. Positively, it has forced
genuine reflection on the viability of the assimilationist model, as well
as a greater openness to and welcoming of diversity. But it has also ex-
acerbated the pressure placed on a political system by multiple and
competing terests: Berlinian “pluralism” 1s problematic to recon-
cile with national unity, since some values can never be respected in
equal amounts concurrently. Finally, multiculturalism, as a debate
about group rights, is linked with the divisions and tensions associ-
ated with affirmative action and other measures designed to rectify
historic injustices.

In common with the revival of Americanization and the notion of
whiteness, multiculturalism i1s a term with obvious historical reso-
nance in the choices and debates of the 1920s. Cultural pluralism, of
the sort promoted by Dewey and Kallen, anticipated in a limited form
the politics of multiculturalism. The key difference 1s that cultural
pluralists ignored African Americans’ mterests in the U.S. polity, a
concern that has been at the forefront of multiculturalists’ mtiatives.
The greater point of commonality between the two periods 1s appar-
ent in the way in which both movements have been stimulated by the
consequences of assuming a dominant national identity neglecttul of
some groups’ values and traditions.

As an intellectual and educational agenda, multiculturalism has
many critics as well as advocates. It is reviled as a source of intoler-
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ance instead of diversity. For political scientist James Ceaser, the
multiculturalist turn is a sectartan and narrowing one. He writes that
“the doctrinarism of multiculturalism stands in the way of examining
the means by which various groups have been able to move in Amer-
ica from a marginalized status in the past to achieve a place of ap-
proximate equality today.” Ceaser argues that the dichotomy between
those central and those marginal in the political system underpinning
multiculturalism precludes considered analysis of the “means by
which various groups have been able to move” trom positions of his-
toric marginality to a “place of approximate equality today.”'%0 | re-
turn to these conflicting views i Chapter 9.

The United States’s Multiple Traditions and “Whiteness”

The establishment of a discriminatory immigration regime, in place
until the mid-1960s, which was aligned with, in practice, a limited
melting-pot assumption, the rejection of a cultural pluralist approach
to identity, and the disfranchisement of African Americans, meant
that fundamental elements of U. S. political culture were sup-
pressed in most general formulations or statements about its constitu-
tive components. Both this aversion to diversity in the conception
of national identity and the emphasis on an inflated commonality had
several consequences once the civil rights movement unfolded in the
1960s and the national origins system reformed. Politically, African
Americans became central to U. S. politics, and programs of
atfirmative action and multiculturalism were enacted to address past
inequities in respect of them, though not exclusively so. As Orlando
Patterson writes, “some recognition of ‘race’ had to inform policies
aimed at alleviating centuries of racial ignorance.” ! Intellectually or
theoretically to understand this historical process, some scholars for-
mulated analyses of the formation of U.S. political culture or identity
alert to its muluple elements, a rejection of the common monolithic
perception of “Americanness.” Two complementary intellectual de-
velopments, dealing with the notions of the United States’s multiple
traditions and its “whiteness,” address these concerns.

Multiple Traditions

The political theorist Rogers Smith has compellingly articulated a
view of the United States’s political culture as constituted by “multiple
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traditions,” within which some traditions or groups’ values have been
decidedly better placed than others and which over time have com-
peted for dominance.'*? It 1s the multiple traditions framework that
most fully attempts to incorporate the implications of recognizing the
United States’s diversity into its account of American political culture
and development. Rogers Smith argues that through most of its his-
tory, “lawmakers pervasively and unapologetically structured U. S.
citizenship in terms of illiberal and undemocratic racial, ethnic, and
gender hierarchies, for reasons rooted in basic, enduring imperatives
of political life.”'*" From his study of U. S. citizenship laws, Smith
concludes that “rather than stressing protection of individual rights
for atl in hberal fashion, or participation in common civic institutions
in republican fashion, American law had long been shot through with
forms of second-class citizenship.™'"* The grounds for these restric-
tions conflicted with the values imputed to the United States’s political
culture, such as equality of opportunity or individualism; instead, the
criteria “manifested passionate beliefs that America was by rights a
white nation, a Protestant nation, a nation in which true Americans
were native-born men with Anglo-Saxon ancestors.”'"® Smith found
inegahtarian ascriptive traditions to be far more entrenched in Ameri-
can pohitical culture than was commonly appreciated, and certainly
more salient than in conventional histories. To establish this argu-
ment, he provides a detailed analysis of two-and-a-half-thousand
Supreme Court decisions concerning citizenship, which were taken
between 1798 and 1912. Citizenship laws illustrate the competing
pressures—“civic ideologies that blend liberal, democratic republi-
can, and inegalitarian ascriptive elements”—constitutive of the mulu-
ple traditions framework. Theyv are driven by political pressures that
resulted in inequalities and hierarchies rather than in a Tocquevillean
or Hartzian egalitarianism.'% In tact, unul the 1950s, mehgibility cri-
teria based on “racial, ethnic, and gender restrictions™ were “blatant,
not latent™; and “for these people, citizenship rules gave no weight to
how liberal, republican, or faithtul to other American values their po-
litical beliefs might be.”'” Since political development is a dvnamic
process, Smith’s analysis implies that illiberal arguments could well
recur in U.S. national debates, and m subsequent work he identifies
a range of alarming parallels between debates about race and equal-
ity now and at the end of the nineteenth century. Of eleven such paral-
lels, he notes that one is the renewed agitation about immigration.'™
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The definitions of U.S. identity and whiteness have also changed
over time.

Rogers Smith’s argument is supported by studies of individual
state’s racial experiences. For example, from his study of Calitornia,
Tomads Almaguer concludes that its “racial patterns were not mono-
lithic but contained multiple racial histories that were unique in their
own terms while also sharing elements with the racial formation pro-
cess elsewhere in the United States.”!%” “Racialization” in California
was the work of proponents of a white supremacist framework who
established an “Anglo California” social structure. This process un-
folded in respect to Mexicans, Native Americans, Asians, and African
Americans resident in the state. More generally, the United States’s re-
publican traditions have been dominated, in the view of some schol-
ars, by a conception of citizens as being white.

In sum, the multiple traditions thesis holds that U. S. politics and
history is littered with examples of members of the political elite
attempting to define American identity as one rooted “in part on
inegalitarian ascriptive themes. The history of U. S. citizenship poli-
cies demonstrates incontrovertibly that the legal prerogative of the
majority of the domestic population through most of the nation’s past
have officially been defined in conformity with those ascriptive doc-
trines.” 'Y The latter offered a way of protecting the political order
and resisting democratization initiatives. This is not a process unique
to the United States, but its effects there are immense. Historically,
it has resulted in two variants ot democratic cultural pluralism (to re-
call Horace Kallen’s term), according to Rogers Smith: universalist
integrationists and separatist pluralists, difterentiated by their ap-
proach to recognizing and protecting group differences in the polity.
The danger of subgroup loyalties coming to subsume or outshine
commitment to the national unified polity exercises Smith: “just as it
ts hard to see why national allegiances should often prevail, given
democratic cultural pluralist views, it 1s also hard to see how these
pluralist positions can be politically sustained if national obligations
are minimized.” He adds that “it citizens teel that their most pro-
found commitments go to a racial, ethnic, religious, regional, na-
tional, or voluntary subgroup, then the broader society’s leaders may
find that their government lacks adequate popular support to perform
some functions cffectively.” 11!

[n Smith’s view, theretore, although the multiple traditions consti-
tutive of the United States’s political culture must be fully acknowl-
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edged (“Americans should value the civic identity as something real
with a rich and distinctive history, not as something valorized in
ascriptive myths of national superiority”);''2 and the danger of de-
stroying any group’s culture through an oppressive system of national
assimilation assiduously guarded against, nonetheless some sort of
“national political identity” has to be retained for political durability
and functioning. Smith’s concern echoes the classic problem of liberal
democracy identified by Isaiah Berlin:!3 there are key values in liberal
democracies, such as liberty, justice, or equality, that inherently clash
and that can never be entirely reconciled. Such incommensurability is
at the heart of liberal democracies and is a consistent source of politi-
cal debate.

Such anxieties are entirely valid and sensible, but given historical
attitudes to immigrants and African Americans, it is unsurprising that
the issue of genuinely and usefully recognizing diversity—manifest,
for instance, m the multculturalist agenda—has been salient. Pro-
posing that the problems of integration and diversity within political
communities approximates that of political parties in a democracy,
Smith urges reformulating liberal democratic conceptions of citizen-
ship to “retain the historic strengths ot egalitarian liberalism and re-
spond to its greatest weaknesses, especially its failure to define com-
pelling senses of national identity that can build support for living in
accordance with hberal democratic principles within specific political
socteties.”* He argues that such a conception should permit some
“dissimilar treatment” for subgroups that are victims of “dissimilar
situations” 'S such as African Americans. This political agenda needs
also to be strengthened by historical studies of how and why some
of the country’s multiple traditions came to be marginalized and, in
some cases, suppressed.

“Whiteness™ and U.S. Politics

Because the debates in the 1920s about whom to restrict concerned
solely white Americans, this set of legislation had implicit conse-
quences for both nonwhites and calibrations within the white popula-
tion. The “descendants of slave immigrants™ were purposefully writ-
ten out of the 1924 law. Although the recent hterature on “whiteness”
can seem somewhat rarefied, nonetheless given these itrawhite divi-
sions, its importance to American political development is elemental,
even when it is implicit.’'¢ Building on the widely agreed assumption
that racial distinctions reflect sociological, legal, or political manipu-
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lations,'"” the scholar Matthew Jacobson, who has made whiteness
the subject of his recent book, argues that it is necessary to examine
how “racial categories themselves” arise from and express “the com-
peting notions of history, peoplehood, and collective destiny by which
power has been organized and contested on the American scene.”!'s
lan Haney Lépez makes a comparable point from his analysis of the
legal construction of race: “Whiteness is simply a matter of what peo-
ple believe. There is no core or essential White identity or White race.
There are only popular conceptions of Whiteness. And this common
knowledge, like all social beliefs, is unstable, highly contextual, and
subject to change.”!"”

The writer Toni Morrison argues that race has a key place in tex-
tual analysis: “In matters of race, silence and evasion have historically
ruled literary discourse . . . the habit of ignoring race is understood to
be a graceful, even generous, liberal gesture. To notice is to recognize
an already discredited difference. To its invisibility through silence 1s
to allow the black body a shadowless participation in the dominant
cultural body.” 2 Morrison provides numerous examples, many his-
torical, of how the common narrative ot the U.S. polity’s formation
and of American identity 1s peppered with assumptions about “white-
ness.” She remarks that “it is no accident and no mistake that immi-
grant populations (and much immigrant literature) understood their
‘Americanness’ as an opposition to the resident black population.
Race, in fact, now functions as a metaphor so necessary to the con-
struction of Americanness that it rivals the old pseudoscientific and
class-informed racisms whose dynamics we are more used to deci-
phering.” In her strongest statement, the Nobel laureate concludes
that “American means white” and that “deep within the word ‘Amer-
ican’ is 1ts association with race.”!2! That the immigration debates
of the 1920s were exclusively about categories among potential Euro-
pean immigrants underscores Morrison’s point that immigrants “un-
derstood their “Americanness’ as an opposition to the resident black
population.” Involuntary immigrants and their descendants were for-
gotten.

The most important source of involuntary immigration to the
United States consisted ot those individuals brought as slaves or in-
dentured servants; by 1808 an estimated 333,000 slaves had been im-
ported into the United States.'22 As a consequence, African Americans
have constituted a fundamental element in both the United States’s
population and its culture since English settlers first arrived. However,
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although the selt-image of the United States as an immigrant nation
has been an intensely powertul one among Americans, until compara-
tive recently this conception gave little explicit attention to the posi-
tion of those citizens descendant from slaves.'?* That African Ameri-
can slaves were treated poorly in the centuries before emancipation
and Reconstruction has been documented by numerous contempo-
rary observers and scholars. Of the former, de Crévecoeur’s views are
representative: African Americans were “obliged to devote their lives,
their limbs, their will, and every vital exertion to swell the wealth of
masters who look not upon them with half the kindness and affection
with which they consider their dogs and horses.”'?* These miseries
were, In many respects, mirrored in the injustices and humiliations of
the jim crow era of segregated race relations.!*® The enduring effects
of this period are manifest in the new focus on whiteness, a point sug-
gested by Patricia Willhlams’s observation that ““whites pretend race is
invisible. Yet for most blacks, race remains central.’” 12

Morrison’s proposition that “American means white” had consid-
erable purchase in the 1920s. For nonwhites, citizenship was either
partial or withheld, as Moorfield Storev, NAACP president, pointed
outin 1921:

But are vou citizens? And I speak now to the men and women of color.
When it is a question of rendering mihitary service and risking life and
limb on the plains of France vour color disappears. When taxes are to be
paid to state or nation your right to pay them is fully recognized. When-
ever it 1s a question of bearing any burden or doing any duty of citizen-
ship, no one doubts that are you are citizens. But when vou seek a voice
in choosing the men who govern you, when vou ask the right when ac-
cused of crime to be tried by a jury and if found guilty to be punished ac-
cording to law, when you ask for protection against the barbarous cru-
elty of the mob, vour citizenship disappears, and vou may be burned
with every reinement of torture while governors, legislatures and all the
officers of the state sit quietly by and do nothing to defend you or to
punish your murderers. Yours is a curious citizenship which loads you
with burdens but denies you the fundamental rights to which all men are
entitled unless we repudiate the faith of our Fathers proclaimed in the
great Declaration of Independence upon which our government rests.'?”

Three years later, the descendants of involuntary immigrants, with
Native Americans, were deemed not to be part of the U.S. population
used in calculating the country’s “national origins.”

Immigration debates, such as those of the 1920s, illustrate how the
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“whiteness” of American identity was constructed, a process observ-
able in other aspects of U.S. society. As a member of the NAACP
wrote in 1929, “race prejudice is not necessarily racial . . . If visibility
is the criterion the white Negroes should of course be classed as white.
The fact that they are not gives a highly sociological color to the con-
cept. For it develops that it is not what races are, but what various
men at times call races that racial antipathy is based upon.”!2 The
construction of a white American identity was complemented in a
range of educational, cultural, and political institutions in the nine-
teenth century; in the law, as Jacobson notes, the “idea of citizenship
had become thoroughly entwined with the 1dea of “whiteness,””!'?? an
interlinking confirmed in the Dred Scott decision and in judicial deci-
sions about naturalization. As a speaker to the NAACP in 1922 ex-
plained, in Dred Scott the Supreme Court decided that “a Negro was
not a citizen of this country and had no attributes of citizenship
which any white man was bound to respect.” 3 That the definition of
white has proved elusive or that its content has varied over time does
not diminish its political consequences;'3! in fact, this shifting content
points to its artificiality and significance as an instrument of political
interests.

One 1mportant popular source defining “whiteness” was
minstrelsy entertainment, an institution that the political scientist Mi-
chael Rogin uses to decipher the centrality of notions of black and
white in American identity. Studying the phenomenon of blackface—
white actors donning minstrel colors—Rogin argues in a brilliant
study that this practice became pivotal to how American identity was
conceived, especially when immigration was of a scale to overturn
existing 1dentities: “[B]lackface provided the new country with a dis-
tinctive national identity in the age of slavery and presided over melt-
ing-pot culture in the period of mass European immigration . . . Min-
strelsy claimed to speak for both races through the blackening up
of one.” Furthermore, “in the making of American national culture,
whites in blackface acted out a racially exclusionary melting pot.” 132
In Rogin’s view, “blackface, the performance of the white man’s Afri-
can American, opens the door to the meanings of whiteness in the
United States.” '3 “Whiteness,” in common with “race,” is best seen
as a sociological and historical process that enabled formerly reviled
immigrants—for example, the Irish and Italians in the nineteenth
century—to become part of the U.S. nation; consequently, “black-
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face minstrelsy founded the new nation culturally in racial wrong.” 13
Conjoined with the frontier myth, “blackface enacted triumphs over
peoples of color . . . Blackface and the frontier myth, bringing
race and ethnicity together, created the distinctive feature of American
multiculturalism: racial division and ethnic incorporation.”

The tenacity of this “distinctive feature™ has been remarkable, and
[ argue that the 1920s were a key moment in its formation. The
assimilationist pressures of this decade were partial: they addressed
the circumstances of some groups of white Europeans only, relegating
nonwhite (potential and real) Americans to the status of the unas-
similable. Blackface fueled the division between whites and others,
since it was the former who were blackening up; and Rogin accurately
recognizes blackface as a source of American identity recognizable
throughout the country: “[W/]hatever challenge blacktace had origi-
nally offered to genteel culture, it defined the United States for na-
tives, immigrants, and foreigners, Europeans and African American
ahike, by the turn of the twentieth century . . . Normahized in its own
self-understanding, minstrelsy was neither racially nor regionally nor
class divided; it served instead as our unitying, national popular cul-
ture.” 3¢ In this process, the national culture based in blackface suc-
cessfully reified, as a basic element of the U.S. polity, the inequahity of
African Americans, a strategy cinematically conveyed n such movies
as Birth of a Nation (in which racial conflict Americanized immi-
grants) and Gone with the Wind."3" These filmic expressions were
powerful. Speaking m 1929, Mary Ovington, a prominent African
American activist and a member of the NAACP, memorably described
the impact of Birth of a Nation when it was first shown: “[T]o my
mind that was the worst propaganda there ever was against the Negro
in this country. So many millions of people saw the picture and 1t was
perfectly evident that the idea was to get over to the American people
that the educated Negro was always striving for social equality and
that the uneducated Negro was a brute unless he was a faithful old
domestic servant. Those of you who went to see “The Birth of the Na-
tion’ saw the audiences respond to all those terrible things.™ She con-
cluded that “it was one of the greatest ordeals that I have had to sitas
I did and see people aroused to this feeling against the Negro and then
to know it was going all over the United States.™!**

Ethnicity, the badge of immigrant groups, gradually dimmished as
a basis for exclusion from citizenship until the middle of the twenu-
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eth century, whereas alleged racial differences were enforced:
“IMlinstrelsy accepted ethnic differences by insisting on racial divi-
sions. It passed immigrants into Americans by differentiating them
from the black Americans through whom they spoke, who were not
permitted to speak for themselves.” It is a fundamental process: “ftac-
ing nativist pressure that would assign them to the dark side of the ra-
cial divide, immigrants Americanized themselves by crossing the ra-
cial line.” 1

The case of Irish immigrants, often enthusiastic blackface partici-
pants, is instructive: economically they eventually entered the labor
market by exploiting whiteness as a source of power.'* Culturally, as
Rogin remarks, “blackface brought Irish immigrants into the white
working class, freeing them from their guilt by black association,”'#" a
change n status strengthened by the political need to incorporate
Irish Americans in the restrictionist alliance forged from the 1890s.
The historian Barbara Solomon summarizes this new position of the
Irish: “[W]ith the arrival of southern European groups, stranger in
appearance than the Irish, these English-speaking aliens were less
disturbing; and, irrespective of private sentiments, they had a place
in American society. Those who opposed a free immigration policy,
had made an emotional transterence to more vulnerable objects of
distaste, the ‘new’ ethnic groups seeking admission to the United
States.” ' Indeed, according to James Barrett’s tascinating study, Irish
immigrants “occupied vital positions as Americanizers of later
groups,”'* transmitting racist values to new arrivals. Jennifer
Hochschild describes the same transtormation tor immigrants arriv-
ing in the 1920s: “|A]s late as the 1920s descendants of old-stock im-
migrants thought ot southern and eastern European immigrants as
a different race. But that language disappeared over the next few de-
cades, in favor of an increasingly general category of ‘white’ or
‘American.’”

What Rogin observes culturally was reproduced in other areas of
U.S. society. The use of racially restrictive covenants by the real estate
industry (until they were declared illegal by the Supreme Court in
1948)™° was a deliberate means ot distinguishing citizens by color
and an 1llustration of the sociological construction of “whiteness”:
real estate groups argued that mixed neighbors and the presence of
so-called miorities both aftected property value adversely. This strat-
cgy not only reinforced prejudices rooted in race but in many cases
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also tostered them, an outcome complemented by federal housing au-
thorities.™* The strategy gave a logic to the postwar homeowners’ as-
sociations that dedicated themselves to resisting integrated housing;'*
more generally, it illustrates how important legal judgments were in
defining whiteness.'* Writing in 1911, Mary White Ovington con-
trasted the division n the British West Indies between “white, colored
and black™ with the more bald dichotomy in the United States where
there were “but two groups, white and colored, or as the latter is now
more frequently designated, Negro, the term thus losing its original
meaning, and becoming a designation for a race.” This dichotomy
has hardly receded over time, with the broadening of those counting
as white sharpening its resonance.

Finding a place for “whiteness™ in accounts of American political
development mav appear, on one reading, a regrettable concession to
fashionable nomenclature, obscuring and complicating explanations
instead of illuminating. Yet it, as most scholars and scientists now cor-
rectly accept, “race” is itselt a sociological and ideological phenome-
non, not an essentialist biological one,’™ then consideration should be
extended to the notion of “whiteness™ against which conceptions of
race in the United States have been formulated. (In this connection,
whiteness had been used empirically as a criterion for legislation in
general and naturalization legislation in particular.)’’’ Such a move
has several merits. First, 1t quickly becomes apparent that the very
concept and the definition of white have proved both highly fluid
and have been manipulated to exploit social and political interests.
Both these points are central to lan Haney Lopez’s outstanding analy-
sis of how whiteness has been construed in the courts, particularly
in respect to eligibility to naturalize. Dissecting the language and logic
behind a range of judicial decisions, Haney Lopez finds that the use
of “common sense” and so-called “scientific evidence” in demarcat-
ing white from nonwhite has fluctuated with judicial need. It was
specifically in respect to determining plamtffs” whiteness that this
process operated: “the social construction of the White race 1s mani-
fest in the |Supreme| Court’s repudiation of science and its installa-
tion of common knowledge as the appropriate racial meter of White-
ness.”'2  Haney Lopez addresses the consequences of the
constitutional restriction, operative from 1790 to 1952, that only
white persons could acquire U.S. citizenship through naturalization.
Thus, in Ozawa v. United States, the plaintitf was denied the right to
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naturalize because he was a member of the “yellow” race rather than
the Caucasian race and therefore not white, whereas in United States
v. Thind, the plaintiff, who was a Hindu and considered a Caucasian
by ethnologists, was not white “in accordance with the understand-
ing of the common man.”'5? Judges used alleged scientific grounds or
common sense, depending on their relative strengths. The tortuous
and wearing contortions that were marshaled to define whiteness by
the courts underscores powerfully not just how such categories are
social constructs but also what are their political effects: “the legal
reification of racial categories has made race an inescapable material
reality in our society, one which at every turn seems to reinvigorate
race with the appearance of reality.” !

Second, the specification of acceptable and unacceptable immigrant
populations changes over time, often within the apparently white
population. Furthermore, nonwhite groups such as Asian Americans
can acquire the attributes of whiteness in a way that, for example,
the Irish did in the nineteenth century. This transformation is manifest
in the Supreme Court’s recognition of changes in the category of
“white” between 1790 and the 1920s, whereby southern and eastern
Europeans were included legally but sociologically were cast as eu-
genic inferiors to immigrants from northwestern Europe. !5

Third, this approach permits a historical perspective to bear on
multiculturalist debates both better to appreciate the arguments of
those claiming to be excluded and to document how some groups suc-
ceeded in becoming robust members of the U.S. polity before others.
Hochschild conveys well some of the lasting significance of these dis-
tinctions when she writes that “some African Americans interpret
succeeding in accord with the tenets of the American dream as going
over to the enemy; much of the history of the twentieth century sug-
gests that some immigrants define success as demonstrating that they
are not like blacks.” She adds that “it ‘some’ is an understatement on
both sides, the very incorporation of immigrants into the ideological
terrain bounded by the American dream means the failure of blacks
ever to be able to join.”!5¢

This last observation indicate two general points about the employ-
ment of “whiteness” in the analysis of American political develop-
ment. First, there is a danger of downgrading the role of agency in
these apparently socially and historically constructed categories. It is
individuals and groups who ultimately create and dissolve these dis-



Innmigration and American Political Development - 47

tinctions. However, the political significance of how these distinctions
have been formulated and deployed in American political develop-
ment 1s plain and elemental to analysis of immigration and its conse-
quences. Second, the notion of whiteness may reinforce instead of
challenge persisting racial divisions, by appearing to limit the poten-
tial inclusivity of U.S. society. Thus, its utility as an explanatory factor
in the United States’s political development, where it is undoubtedly
valuable, may not extend to discussion of present circumstances,!s’
though calls for whites to renounce their “privileged racial status” sug-
gest otherwise.'* As the quotations from Toni Morrison and others
confirm, for many Americans the binary division encoded in black-
white distinctions remains an overarching and consequential one.

Conclusion

These concepts—melting pot, Americanization, cultural pluralism,
multiculturalism, multiple traditions, and whiteness—permit analysis
of the historical consequences of the national origins regulation sys-
tem that was introduced in the United States in the 1920s. They each
contribute to understanding how diversity was undervalued in the
U. S. until the 1960s and 1970s. The 1920s is a key decade in this
process, shaping the relationship between immigration and American
political development.'”” Despite the inconsistencies and inherently
exclusionary character of the de Tocquevillean idea of Americanness,
the fact that there is an identifiable and defensible universal notion of
the American creed or the American idea remains a powertful aspect of
the U. S.’s political culture regularly advanced by scholars and com-
mentators. It embodies the traditional view of U. S. identity. Access to
this “American common culture” has been uneven and unequal in
several ways. First, the historical experience has been one of inequal-
ity because of how “race” or ethnicity or group membership has been
delineated politically. Second, the recognition of distinct traditions in
U.S. identity has been thwarted by efforts to impose a single concep-
tion. It is unsurprising that these limitations have had political conse-
quences and have prompted extensive scholarly consideration.

The logic of decisions taken in the 1920s about who was an accept-
able immigrant (measured by both their potential compatibility with
a vision of the common American culture and their eugenic suitabil-
ity) necessarily and ineluctably had negative implications for those
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groups considered unassimilable under this general model. That some
of these groups were already present in the United States while these
debates unfolded and were resolved, underscored their marginality
and compelled them either to emphasize or at least to acknowledge
being treated as “distinct” or “different” (whether an accidental link-
age or an organically connected one). Emphasizing such separate
cultural traditions was one response to this marginality, most fully de-
veloped in separatism; however, integrationists who sought equality
within the existing system were also inclined to stress distinctness, for
inevitable political reasons. Both the separatist and the integrationist
strategies constituted a means of having choices for the affected
groups. Once political mobilization and empowerment—although de-
layed for five decades—provided the opportunity for African Ameri-
cans fully to participate in the political system, it is not surprising that
a consequence of such participation was to underline the diversity of
the U. S. polity’s citizenry and the need for policies addressing past in-
equities. As Orlando Patterson notes, “the Afro-American identity
movements and some form of affirmative action were the inevitable
social fires that had to be ignited in the fight against the centuries-
long holocaust of Euro-American racism.” ! An explanation for the
neglect in the decades after 1930 is suggested by Gary Gerstle in his
persuasive thesis that Progressive liberals found the ethnic conflicts
of the 1920s, which were intimately associated with the new immigra-
tion policy, too intense and disturbing to address, and they there-
fore aligned themselves increasingly with the economic analyses and
prognoses of New Dealers. This shift in the liberal intellectual agenda
both ensured (unintentionally) the downgrading of ethnic and group
diversity m the U.S. polity in the 1920s and encouraged a blind eye
to be turned on the inequalities meted out to African Americans and
some other citizens. The consequences of this neglect were elemen-
tal, however: in the 1960s, Gerstle concludes, liberals “were unpre-
pared for the racial hatred that the advances of the civil rights move-
ment unleashed among whites. Liberals could neither dissolve this
hatred through social policy nor abandon their commitment to racial
equality.” 16!

These themes i American political development were greatly en-
hanced at the end of the nineteenth century. The thrust of immigra-
tion debates from the 1880s was for tighter restrictions based on cate-
gorizing potential immigrants. By the 1920s, there was little doubt
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that U. S. immigration policy was to be selective and exclusionary in
terms of racial categories. Its discriminatory character was widely ac-
cepted. Senator David Reed, the cosponsor of the 1924 Johnson-Reed
Act, told his colleagues: “I think most of us are reconciled to the idea
of discrimination. I think the American people want us to discrimi-
nate; and [ don’t think discrimination in itself is untair. We have got to
discriminate. The only question that I think worries the committee
is [which method] is the more plausible method of attaining that
discrimination. Practically all of us are agreed that [racial discrimina-
tion] 1s an end that should be attained.”™'¢2 The New York Times de-
clared in an editorial supporting the proposed (1924) law, that in
respect of immigration, “the great test is assimilablity™,'* and this
criterion plainly permitted differentiations between types of immi-
grants. These remarks crucially concerned divisions drawn between
European immigrants, since both Chinese and Japanese immigrants
were considered wholly ineligible for assimilation. Of the new Euro-
pean immigrants arriving in the 1920s, the historian Elliott Barkan re-
marks, “many Americans believed that the programs to Americanize
immigrants and promote citizenship had failed and, mn fact, these new
people were not assimilable.” !¢ The stage was set for systematic re-
striction that would employ discriminatory criteria.



CHAPTER THREE

A Less Intelligent Class?

The Dillingham Commission and the New Immigrants

The political initiative systematically to restrict immigration into the
United States began in the 1880s—quickly symbolized by the 1882
Chinese Exclusion Law and the specification of certain categories of
excludables such as paupers and “idiots”—and culminated almost
five decades later in the implementation of the national origins
scheme in 1929. Between these dates, immigration policy was a sa-
lient issue in domestic American politics, as restrictionists mobilized
support for new limits on immigration in terms of both overall num-
bers and “type” of immigrant. These restrictionist efforts included the
promotion of a literacy test, stringent specifications of the eugenic or
racial grounds for admission, and the establishment of quotas allo-
cated to different nations. The period also included a highly detailed
study of immigrants and immigration in the United States, under-
taken by the Dillingham Commission, which is the focus of this chap-
ter. Its conclusions and recommendations structured the subse-
quent debate about immigration policy and embodied the dominant
assumption of the principal policy-makers.

Although the effects of immigrants on the composition of the U.S.
population were apparent by the census of 1870, it was the dramatic
shift, between the 1880s and 1900s, in the sources of European immi-
gration to the United States from northwestern countries to south-
eastern ones that excited sustained public debate and comment. In
1882, 648,186 European immigrants arrived in the United States, of
whom 13.1 percent came from southern and eastern European coun-
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tries, comprising Austria-Hungary, Greece, Italy, Montenegro, Po-
land, Portugal, Romania, Russia, Serbia, Spain, and Turkey. In 1907
these countries supplied 81 percent of a total of 1,207,619 European
immigrants. In 1882 the principal sources for European immigrants
were Belgium, Britain and Ireland, France, Germany, the Netherlands,
Scandinavia, and Switzerland. For the period 1819 to 1910, 62.9
percent of European immigrants came from northern and western
countries, 37.1 percent from southern and eastern Europe and Turkey
in Asia.?

The restrictionist turn in American immigration policy rested on as-
sumptions about the types of immigrants and their suitability for citi-
zenship. It is not without irony thart restrictionist politics often con-
sisted of the most recently accepted immigrants mobilizing to delay a
new generation (a point that President Grover Cleveland made espe-
cially in his statement in March 1897, when he vetoed the Lodge liter-
acy bill: observing that the argument for restriction turned on the im-
migrants’ “undesirability,” he remarked that “the time 1s quite within
recent memory when the same thing was said of immigrants who,
with their descendants now are amongst our best citizens™).? This
phenomenon is most obviously illustrated by the rejection of Euro-
pean migrants from the southern and eastern countries: their admis-
sion was most keenly resisted by Americans whose own ancestors had
journeyed from northern and western European countries. Illiteracy
was one common deficiency imputed to the new arrivals. Thus, Arch-
deacon reports that “among immigrants who were at least fourteen
years of age and who arrived between 1899 and 1909, the Germans,
the Scandinavians, the English, and the Irish had illiteracy rates of 5.1
percent, .4 percent, 1.1 percent, and 2.7 percent, respectively. By con-
trast, the Italians, the Jews, the Poles, and the Slovaks had rates of
46.9 percent, 25.7 percent, 35.4 percent, and 24.3 percent, respec-
tively.” Racist and prejudiced stereotypes of the new immigrants in-
creasingly defined the post-1900 discourse employed by restrictionist
organizations. In his A History of the American People, Woodrow
Wilson, then a political scientist at Princeton University, alerted read-
ers to the new source of immigrants manifest i the 1890 census, an
alteration which “students of affairs marked with uneasiness.” Over-
taking the “sturdy stocks of the north of Europe™ were “multitudes ot
men of the lowest class from the south of Italy and men of the meaner
sort out of Hungary and Poland, men out of the ranks where there
was neither skill nor energy nor any initiative of quick intelligence.”
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To Wilson’s watchful eye, it was as if “the countries of the south of
Europe were disburdening themselves of the more sordid and hapless
elements of their population.”’ The Massachusetts Senator, Henry
Cabot Lodge, characterized this wave of immigration as one bringing
the “greatest relative increase from races most alien to the body of the
American people.” He added, “the shifting of the sources of the immi-
gration is unfavorable, and is bringing to the country people whom it
is very difficult to assimilate and who do not promise well for the
standard of civilization in the United States—a matter as serious as
the effect on the labor market.”®

Following a brief review of some of the arguments of restrictionists,
the bulk of the chapter provides a detailed analysis of the findings
of the Dillingham Commission. Particular attention is paid to the
importance of eugenic and anthropological research in the commis-
sion’s report. The report’s recommendations and conceptual catego-
ries influenced the immigration debate for the two decades after its
publication.

Restrictionist Advocates

The American Protection Association, which was founded in 1887
and boasted a membership of over two million by the mid-1890s, was
an energetic exponent of the need to limit the number and type of im-
migrants to the United States. In May 1894, it was joined by the
Immigration Restriction League. The league was founded by three
Harvard graduates, Prescott Hall, Charles Warren, and Robert DeC.
Ward. The group was led by Ward, who was a professor at his alma
mater and was destined to play a central role in restrictionist circles
until the 1930s.” The league’s self-proclaimed aims were the “limita-
tion of immigration and a more careftul selection, to the end that we
shall receive no more aliens than can be properly assimilated.”® The
league was active until the 1920s, and the historian Barbara Solomon
characterizes its role as one of creating an “ideology of restriction.”’
[ts national committee included the economist John Commons; the
cugenist Madison Grant (author of the grandiloquently titled The
Passing of the Great Race); Lawrence Lowell, president of Harvard;
and Franklin MacVeagh, who served as secretary of the treasury un-
der President Tatt between 1909 and 1913. It was enthusiastically re-
strictionist, warning against the “dangerous flood of immigrants” and
advocating legislation for the “selection of those only who will make
the most valuable citizens.” ' The league’s members defined their task
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as raising consciousness about the level of immigration and the prob-
lem it posed, as its constitution stated: public opinion “must be made
to recognize ‘the necessity of a further exclusion of elements undesir-
able for citizenship or injurious to our national character.’”'! In con-
trast to other restrictionist groups, such as organized labor, from its
beginning, the Immigration Restriction League laid particular stress
on the “racial” dimension of immigration, over and above the eco-
nomic arguments in which the issue of immigrants was commonly
discussed. Rather, the league’s publications and arguments advanced
what was to become a celebrated distinction between the “old” immi-
grants, of which their members’ forebears were exemplary instances,
and “new” mmmigrants. League secretary Prescott Hall posed the
question starkly: did Americans “‘want this country to be peopled by
British, German, and Scandinavian stock, historically free, energetic,
progressive, or by Slav, Latin, and Asiatic races, historically down-
trodden, atavistic, and stagnant?™"!*

The league’s early years were concentrated on the literacy test that
was pursued, at first unsuccessfully, in Congress by Senator Henry
Cabot Lodge, whose congressional speeches contained plenty of ra-
cial language echoing the developing views of the league’s members.!?
The latter’s continued commitment to restriction fostered an alli-
ance with the Junior Order of Mechanics, a descendant of the Know-
Nothing party and virulently anti-Catholic. This “quiet entente™ was,
in Barbara Solomon’s estimation, kept extremely quiet: “[I]n its own
publications the League never reterred to this questionable consort-
ing. Anti-Catholic sentiment was at low ebb at the tume the League
cultivated relations with ignorant anti-Romanist groups. At home,
Brahmin restrictionists never stooped to religious discrimination,
but to aid restriction they willingly co-operated with Know-Nothing
nativists elsewhere.”’¥ Solomon also documents how the league’s
concerns about the undesirability of the new immigrants increasingly
converged with opinions and arguments profferred by social scien-
tists such as John Commons, William Zipley, or Edward Ross, all of
whom concurred in these views. Despite advancing economic theses
about immigration, for “all these social scientists,” Solomon remarks,
“whatever their rational emphasis, immigration became a matter of
the survival of the Anglo-Saxon stock.™ The relatively few members
of the Brahmins, such as Charles Eliot, onetime president of Harvard,
who disagreed with the restrictionist approach to immigration did not
capture the public debate, and indeed their views appeared increas-
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ingly exotic in the anti-immigrant tide: “as New Englanders shrank
from the presence of immigrants in each successive decade, the older
symbolic view of immigration vanished, until the exponents of an
open, diverse world seemed strange and almost incomprehensible.”'*

From the fin de siecle, rationalization of hostility to the new immi-
grants was integrated with the pseudoscience of eugenists. It proved a
successftul alliance, which restrictionists such as the Immigration Re-
striction League promoted: “from 1890 to 1914, the racial ideology
of the restrictionists built upon the older stereotypes, which New Eng-
landers had shared, and imparted new meaning to them.”!” The appli-
cation of biological principles of evolution to social development, so-
called Social Darwinism, was hugely popular.'s It not only reified
the assumptions of racial calibrations within American society (in-
cluding in respect to the marginalized African American population)
but also provided explanations for social differences and for the
United States’s relative economic success compared with other coun-
tries. These 1deas, expounded, for instance, in Herbert Spencer’s writ-
ings, were valuable sources of beliet for the well-off. Social Darwin-
ism “could be used to defend cutthroat competition as natural, to
condemn governmental interference in the economy as contrary to the
more efficient action of natural laws, and to dismiss radical efforts to
ameliorate social conditions as inconsistent with the nevitably slow
improvement inherent in an evolutionary scheme.”"”

The diffusion of a Social Darwinian sociological pecking order co-
alesced with the stress, advanced by eugenists, on inherited sources of
intelligence and ability. The scientific aim of eugenists was the deter-
mination of genetic sources of “feeble-mindedness” (associated with
“racial degeneracy™), principles for its eradication, and the bases of
selective breeding. Such concerns were widespread amongst academ-
ics, reformers, and politicians in the two decades before the First
World War.?" These concerns were strengthened by perceptions of im-
migrants: “[B]y 1900, one out of every seven Americans was foreign
born. In the great cities of the east, this ratio was even narrower.”?!
That President William McKinley was assassinated in 1901 by a natu-
ralized immigrant who had a foreign-sounding name seemed merely
to confirm burgeoning alarm about the scale of the problem posed by
the new settlers. Political radicalism was frequently imputed to the
new immigrants. By the end of the nineteenth century, many Ameri-
cans doubted the ease with which immigrants could be assimilated
with the existing (white) population, a point that Pole notes, if some-
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what elliptically: “the intuition that men were equal and interchange-
able . .. ran counter to the accumulating body of ethnic and religious
prejudice, not to mention a good deal of social observation,”2? though
quite how “prejudice” and “social observation™ coincided is not ex-
plained. One measure of political radicalism commonly cited by crit-
ics of immigration was radical newspapers in foreign languages. The
numbers of these publications increased throughout the 1900s and
1910s; a survey in 1922 found that the number doubled after 1918
(see Table 3.1).

Table 3.1 Number of Radical Publications in Foreign Languages, 1922

Language Number

Armenian
Bohemian
Bulgarian
Croatian
Danish
Estonian
Finnish
French
German
Greek
Hungarian
[talian
Jewish
Lettish
Lithuanian
Polish
Portuguese
Romanian
Slovenian
Spanish
Swedish
Ukranian
Yiddish
Total
Papers published
in foreign countries
English papers
in the United States
Grand rotal 471
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Source: Derived from R. E. Park, Americanization Studies: The Immigrant Press and
Its Control (New York: Harper & Brothers Publishers, 1922), p. 436.
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Of the radical press, the sociologist Robert Park observed, “its ob-
ject is to make its readers class-conscious.”?’ Generally hostile to the
United States and to capitalism, radical immigrant newspapers 1in-
dicted their readers’ new country, an approach that reached its fullest
version in the anarchist press.

Thinly controlled intellectual disdain for the new immigrants was
obvious in many petitions favoring the legislation. Thus, the Washing-
ton-based Waugh Chautaugua Literary and Scientific Circle’s lament
that “one of the gravest menaces to our country’s weltare is the
free and unrestricted admission of illiterate, incapable, and pauper
immigrants within our borders”?* mirrored the American Purity Fed-
eration’s objection to “thousands of undeniably undesirable persons”
arriving as immigrants.? Ecclesiastical support for the proposed re-
strictions came from some Protestant churches: the Cumberland Pres-
byterian Church in St. Louis rounded on “illiterate immigrants.”2

Opponents of Restriction

Political and social pressure to limit immigration was marked by the
1890s; it did not abate as a political issue until 1930. The issue was in-
tensely disputed, with the congressional committees on immigration
subject to immense lobbying by both restrictionists and opponents of
limits. Thus, the proposal, for a literacy test which was advanced in
the Lodge Bill in 1897, provoked petitions both of support and of op-
position. Any systematic educational test was likely to atfect potential
European immigrants. The German-American Society protested that
demarcations between immigrants would deter the “better” migrants:
“as provided by the bill, the fact that an immigrant, male or female,
is able to read and to transcribe a passage from the Federal Constitu-
tion is to determine whether said immigrant shall be permitted to
land.” This mechanism would produce false economies: “[Plerhaps
the half-educated foreigner who has nothing to lose in his own land
will readily submit to such humiliating conditions. The conserva-
tive farmer, the sturdy laborer, will shrink from the same, however,
and thus the country will be deprived of the most desirable class of
immigrants.”*” Immigrants were also necessary to the expansion of
the consumer market and to the creation of a set of distinct American
values.

Another organization opposing the educational test wondered how
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many of the “founders™ of the United States, themselves immigrants,
would have been able to satisty the new “illiberal” criterion.?s The
German Roman Catholic Central Society organized to have hun-
dreds of petitions, which resolved opposition to the Lodge Bill, sent to
Congress (some even in German, hardly a persuasive medium with
the restrictionists).? The League of German-American Societies lam-
basted the bill for depriving America of “brawny arms and willing
hands so very necessary for the development of our boundless re-
sources.” It added that “nothing in our estimation will harm our po-
litical, social, business and religious standing more than further re-
strictive legislation in the spirit of the proposed Lodge Bill, which we
regard as wholly unamerican and unpatriotic.” Employing a rather
strained medical analogy, the petition’s signatories declared that “the
Nation’s pulsation will grow weaker and weaker, as long as we resist
the infusion of new blood into the arteries of public life and refuse to
free ourselves from the shackles of knownothingism, which are hin-
dering the restitution of the former progressive economic conditions
of this country.”3? The Union of Free Communities of North America
argued that restrictions on immigration contradicted “our country’s
history which, from its beginning until a short time ago, proves on ev-
ery page, that one of our nation’s most laudable virtues has been the
hospitahity offered to all comers.”’" It was joined by the New York
City=based Arion Society, whose members resolved that immigration
restriction abridged the “spirit of toleration and love of liberty be-
queathed to us by the founders of this Republic.”3* The Polish Na-
tional Alhance emphatically opposed the Lodge literacy scheme,
claiming, not unreasonably, that the bill was principally “directed
against the Slavonic nations.” It cited distinguished immigrants (such
as the composer Antonin Dvorak) in support of its interests, as well as
the averred antisocialism of the Slavonic people: “[A]narchy forms
no part of their character. Ultra-socialistic doctrines are not counte-
nanced by them. They will compare favorably with the emigrants
from other nations in Europe. We insist that it 1s not fair to judge the
whole race by the condition of a limited number of unfortunate recent
arrivals, whom stern necessity forced to live in hovels and work at
starvation wages in coal mines.”?}

These opposing claims about the immigrants convey some of the emo-
tions prompted by their arrival at the end of the nineteenth century.
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The debates of the 1890s set the terms for those of the twentieth
century: immigration was a source of intense controversy and often of
vituperative opinion in the new century’s first three decades. The ar-
guments that were marshaled during passage of the Lodge Act contin-
ued to be rehearsed but were increasingly expressed in terms of racist
and “scientific” claims; and indeed, Senator Henry Cabot Lodge him-
self anticipated this propensity in his attempt statistically to determine
the distribution of ability among the American population according
to national origin (a study that singled out the English racial hert
tage).”* The connection between scientific arguments about race and
patrician alarm about the new “hordes” received its first explicit for-
mulation in the 1911 Dillingham Commission, whose report set the
terms for the restrictionist measures incorporated in the 1924 law and
favored by eugenists such as Charles Davenport, who zealously prop-
agated eugenic arguments in the United States.

The Dillingham Commission

Data about American immigrants was provided by the comprehensive
Dillingham Commission, which issued its forty-two-volume report in
1911 after four years of endeavor. The nine-member commission®
was headed by Senator William P. Dillingham (Vermont), chairman of
the Senate Immigration Committee. The bulk of the report pre-
sented valuable statistical and demographic data about immigrants.
The scale of its undertaking and documentation, funded with a
$1,000,000 appropriation from the U. S. Senate, was formidable. The
huge project was a response to the 1907 immigration law whose
drafters complained about the paucity of available reliable data re-
garding immigrants. The commission’s two secretaries—who coordi-
nated and completed the bulk of this vast project—were W. W. Hus-
band and C. S. Atkinson, clerks of the Senate and the House
Committees on Immigration respectively. Husband became an
influential figure m U. S. immigration policy, later joining the U. S.
Department of Labor and rising to the position of Commissioner
General of Immigration.’

The study was corpulent because the Commission resolved on un-
dertaking “an original investigation which, it was perfectly apparent,
would necessarily be made far reaching and involve more work than
any mquiry of a similar nature, except the census alone, than had ever
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been undertaken by the Government.”” This 1s a good description.
The commuissioners examined a myriad of phenomena including
patterns of immigration from Europe; conditions i the European
countries from which the immigrants were drawn; the position and
economic status of recent immugrants in the United States, including
their occupations, residential patterns, levels of assimilation, and inci-
dences of incarceration for pauperism, insanity, or criminality; the fe-
cundity of immigrant women; and conditions in cities. The commis-
sion obtained original data about 3,200,000 individuals.

Old versits New Inumnigration

The commission advanced a conceprual dichotomy that had a pro-
found fluence on ensuing debate. It characterized northern and
western European immigrants as constitutive of “old immigration,”?*
reserving the appellation “new mmmigration™ for migrants from
southern and eastern Europe; these categories were grounded in the
significant shift in the source of immigrants from the nineteenth cen-
tury. The dichotomy rested on a set of differences identified by the
commission. The former group “was largely a movement of settlers
who came from the most progressive sections of Europe for the pur-
pose of making themselves homes in the New World.™ They entered a
range of occupations, settled throughout the United States, and inte-
grated with the existing population: “[T]hev mingled freely with the
native Americans and were quickly assimilated, although a large pro-
portion of them, particularly in later vears, belonged to non-English-
speaking races. This natural bar to assinilation, however, was
soon overcome by them, while the racial identity of their children was
almost entirely lost and forgotten.”* For these immigrants, about
whom the commission confidently described their “racial identity,”
America was the promised beau monde.

The character and experience of the recent arrivals was contrasted
unfavorably to this model: “the new immigration has been largely a
movement of unskilled laboring men who have come, m large part
temporarily, from the less progressive and advanced countries of Eu-
rope in response to the call for industrial workers in the eastern and
middle western States.” The implication of this temporary status was
inferred to be a reduced political commitment to the United States.
The new immigrants rarely worked in agriculture.® They lived in eth-
nically concentrated communities n large cities, thereby evading svs-
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tematic assimilation, a judgment retained in a 1920 Americanization
study by John Daniels: “the great mass of immigrants who come to
America settle first in urban ‘colonies’ of their own race.” Such colo-
nies “are looked upon as ‘foreign’ quarters, which cut the immigrant
off from American influences and thus constitute a serious menace to
the community. There is slight acquaintance with their inner workings
and little comprehension of their real significance.”*! From a meticu-
lous study of seven cities (New York, Chicago, Philadelphia, Boston,
Cleveland, Buffalo, and Milwaukee), in which the commission’s in-
vestigators visited 10,206 households comprising 51,006 individuals,
the report anticipated Daniels’s finding that the new “immigrant races
live largely in colonies, many of whose characteristics are determined
by the predominance of a foreign population”;* the ability to speak
English was often confined to school-age immigrants (a characteristic
subsequently addressed by many employers who established English
classes for their workers).*

The critical judgment that immigrants confined themselves un-
duly to particular neighborhoods and occupations overlooked the
bars that were enacted by state legislatures to exclude immigrants
from certain activities and occupations in the United States. From
his study of immigrants and industry for the Carnegie Corporation
Americanization series, William Leiserson castigated the federal gov-
ernment for failing to overturn state restrictions on immigrants’
choices. Leiserson outlined an inventory of such impediments:

In Michigan an alien cannot get a barber’s license. The labor law of New
York requires that stationary engineers, moving picture machine opera-
tors, master pilots, and marine engineers shall be licensed, and non-citi-
zens are disqualified by the license laws. Florida, Oregon, Texas and
Washington prohibit aliens from catching and selling fish and oysters,
while in Arizona, California, and Idaho license fees for fishing and hunt-
ing are from two and a half to ten times as high for the alien as for the
citizen. Virginia prohibits aliens trom planting oysters in certain river
beds; and game laws, either placing prohibitions entirely on aliens or
charging them higher license fees than citizens, are common in many
states. In Louisiana an alien printer may receive no public printing to do.
Virginia requires licenses for junk dealing and no non-citizen may re-
ceive such a license. In Georgia a person must have declared his inten-
tion of becoming a citizen before he can secure a peddler’s license; and in
Delaware a discriminating fee of a hundred dollars is charged to aliens
for traveling peddler’s licenses in addition to the fee charged for citizens.
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In pre-prohibition days liquor licenses were issued to citizens only in
many states, such as Ohio, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Vermont, Texas,
Florida, and Washington.#*

These barriers were preceded by measures precluding immigrants’
taking up unskilled jobs. The restriction of aliens’ rights was applied
in particular to the Chinese and Japanese, with some states, such as
California, limiting the economic opportunities of Chinese aliens.*
California barred aliens ineligible to acquire citizenship from pur-
chasing commercial agricultural land, which, as noted in Chapter 2,
excluded all nonwhites. The common defense of these measures and
of licensing restrictions—that they were intended to encourage rapid
naturalization by immigrants—failed to prevent the development of
discrimination toward immigrants and consequently the resentment
of the immigrants. These policies had the obverse effect of their stated
rationale. As Leiserson concluded, “not by exclusion from American
industrial opportunities and privileges will the immigrant be adjusted
to American economic life. Such a policy, whatever its purpose, can
result only in making it more difficult for him to establish himself on a
basis of self-support and well-being.”

The new arrivals had a further, plainly debilitating characteristic.
According to the Dillingham Commission, they were intellecrually
inferior:

[T]he new immigration as a class is far less intelligent than the old, ap-
proximately one-third of all those over 14 vears of age when admitted
being illiterate. Racially they are for the most part essentially unlike the
British, German and other peoples who came during the period prior to
1880, and generally speaking they are actuated in coming for different
ideals, for the old immigration came to be a part of the country, while
the new, in a large measure, comes with the intention of profiting, in a
pecuniary way, by the superior advantages of the new world and then re-
turning to the old country.*

This characterization of the new immigrants’ low intelligence was
periodically marshaled in debates in the ensuing two decades. It was
anticipated in the attitudes and arguments of restrictionist groups
such as the elitist Immigration Restriction League, which was based in
the Brahmin community in Boston. From the league’s foundation in
1894, its leading lights, including Prescott Hall, criticized the inferior-
ity and undesirability of the new immigrants. As New England elite
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opinion became more accommodating of Irish and German immi-
arants, who previously had been the subject ot considerable bile
and prejudice, so its worries were transterred to the new arrivals,
as Barbara Solomon notes: “by 1900, Yankee stereotypes of the old
immigrant groups had become more sympathetic; but those of new
immigrant groups, whom restrictionists wished to exclude, steadily
deteriorated.”** It was particularly southern Italians who were char-
acterized so adversely. Anti-Semitism also developed, toward Russian
Jews in particular, a tendency that aligned all too easily with eugenic
categorizations. Thus, the eugenist Charles Davenport wrote ot Rus-
sian and southern European Jews that “with their intense individual-
ism and ideals of gain at the cost of any interest,” they stood at the
“opposite extreme from the English and the Scandinavian immigra-
tion with their ideals of community lite in the open country, advance-
ment by the sweat of the brow, and the uprearing ot families in the
fear of God and the love ot country.”’ This was hardly imparual or
scientific language.

Aside from intellectual inferiority, the assimilability of the new im-
migrants was questionable, causing a grave concern. The commission
discovered that as much as 40 percent of the new immigration move-
ment consisted of migrants returned to Europe, ot whom about two-
thirds remained in Europe, and so the commission contrasted this pat-
tern untavorably to that of earlier migrants, who had settled perma-
nently. The “old immigration™ group was judged by the Dillingham
Commission to be assimilated and merged with native American
stock. Of the new immigrants, the vast majority, as a corollary of their
concentration in large urban centers, were employed in manufactur-
ing and mining. They predomimated in unskilled jobs, attaining, in ef-
fect, a monopoly of “unskilled labor activities in many of the more
important industries.” The commission argued that such unskilled
labor did not atfect skilled positions but, by forming a regular supply
of cheap unskilled labor, had “kept conditions in the semiskilled and
unskilled occupations trom advancing.”’® New immigrants avoided
trade unions (a disposition tostered by the consistent unenthusiasm of
unions to organize immigrants, as Leiserson reported: “more unions
have failed or neglected to organize the recent immigrants than have
succeeded, and with the exception of the recent efforts in the stock
vards and in the steel industry, the national headquarters of the Amer-
ican Federation of Labor have not stepped in to do the work which
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the constituent unions have left undone™).’' Such workers concen-
trated on making wages to send to their native country, kept close
hinks with their fellow nationals, and eschewed assimitation. This lat-
ter blemish became a rallving point for restrictionists, who doubted
their suitability to naturalize anywayv. Barbara Solomon correctly em-
phasizes the extent to which the Dillingham Commission’s report ad-
vanced and legitimated the types of ethnic distinctions and racial hier-
archies privileged by the anti-immigrant, prorestriction movement,
and 1ts intellectual accolades: “[S]eemingly restrained in its ethnic
judgments, the Report really fulfilled the restrictionist tradition initi-
ated by [Francis] Walker and extended by the Immigration Restriction
League and sympathetic sociologists. As a result, intellectuals and re-
formers associated ethnic and economic liabilities of the latest immi-
grants so looselv that the one set of impressions inevitably suggested
and complemented the other.”** The commission strengthened the
notion that a vast array of new “racial”™ groups had landed n the
United States.

There were voices of skepticism about these alleged flaws of the
new immigrants. The settlement movement (designed to help 1mmi-
grants adjust to American hfe), ot whom a leading hght was Jane
Addams, assumed that the newcomers’ differences arose from culture,
not from “race.” Addams and others attempted benevolently to assist
immigrants to learn Enghish and to adjust to their new country, aims
submerged in the wartime and post-1918 Americanization movement
when instilling Americanism was primary. In congressional hear-
ings held a vear after the pubhication of the Dillingham Commission,
Grace Abbott, director of the Immigrants™ Protective League (Chi-
cago) and a defender of immigrants’ interests, told congressmen of
her organization’s efforts to aid the “Americanization™ of immi-
arants. She threw cold water on the ahistorical notion that the older
immigrants had been perceived at the time of their arrival as any
less assimilable than the new immigrants were now judged in 1912.
Abbott reported that “when you come in close daily contact with the
newer arrivals, you find that thev are men and women just like the rest
of us, some good and some bad, and 1t 1s impossible to discriminate
against them as a whole.” But, she added, “I am sure in the back-
around of the minds of many who have visited the immigrant quarters
is that feeling that the immigration has changed and that the present
races of immigrants can not be assimilated and should not be admit-
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ted.”s? Abbott was skeprical about assimilation, querying both the
precise content of “fundamental American ideals” and the time it
took to absorb them. It was the resilience and determination of the
new immigrants, often living in penury, that impressed Abbortt, and
not their threat to the American family or way of life. She argued that
most immigrants arriving in the United States had a clear notion of
the nation’s distinct values and ideals and had been motivated to mi-
grate partly as a consequence of this knowledge; this view was not
widely shared. Abbott’s humane reflections did not become the main-
stream view. Indeed, such sentiments were outrightly derided and dis-
regarded.

To assess assimilation, three measures were employed by the
Dillingham Commission:’* learning English, acquiring U.S. citizen-
ship, and more nebulously, the abandoning of native customs. On all
three criteria, the new immigrants were found wanting. In addition,
patterns of home ownership were contrasted berween new and old
immigrants, with the Commission concluding that “as a rule the races
of older immigration from Great Britain and northern Europe are
more extensive home owners as a whole than the members of races of
recent immigration.” The failure of new immigrants to assimilate
was explained by the absence of families and the predominance of sin-
gle men: “it is common practice for men of this class in industrial
communities to live in boarding or rooming groups, and as they are
also usually associated with each other in their work they do not
come in contact with Americans, and consequently have little or no
incentive to learn the English language, become acquainted with
American institutions or adopt American standards.” Immigrants
with families, however, achieved a much fuller participation in Ameri-
can life, principally by their children attending school; children acted
as “unconscious agents in the uplift of their parents.”’¢ Those immi-
grants who did assimilate were still looked on askance by the commis-
sion and other critics of immigration because of the allegedly harmful
biological effects of intermarriage and interbreeding on the native
American “stock.”

The commission undertook meticulous research into the so-called
racial composition of the new immigration. It devoted one of its forty-
two volumes to the production of a “dictionary of races or peoples,”
which was prepared by Dr. Daniel Folkmar’” (a volume that the
eugenist Dr. Harry Laughlin praised for laying “the foundation for fu-
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ture biological work™)—and a precursor to U.S. Education Commis-
sioner Philander Claxton’s “calendar of racial incidents.” In Robert
Carlson’s view, the dictionary “translated Anglo-Saxonism into a
scientific classification system™;% its political character was implied
by the classification of the Irish as Anglo-Saxon rather than as Celt
(“the race which originally spoke Irish, one ot the Celtic group of
Aryan tongues”),5” a move retlecting this group’s pivotal role in the re-
strictionist alliance opposing eastern and southern European immi-
gration. This strategic importance was apparent in the dictionary’s de-
scription of Irish attitudes to American democracy: “like the English,
the Irish come to the United States speaking our own language and
imbued with sympathy for our ideals and our democratic institu-
tions.” ¢! This democratic commitment would have surprised many
nineteenth-century critics of Irish immigrants who rejected them pre-
cisely tor their lack of fitness to govern.¢> The commission mostly uti-
lized the racial categories already employed by the Bureau of Immi-
gration:** “the Commussion uses the term ‘race’ in a broad sense, the
distinction being largely a matter of language and geography, rather
than one ot color or physical characteristics such as determines the
various more restricted racial classifications in use, the most common
of which divides mankind into only five races.”** These were Cauca-
sian, Mongolian, Malay, Ethiopian, and American Indian. Despite
commissioning this scholarly dictionary, the Dillingham commission
focused principally on the traits of immigrants from southeastern Eu-
rope. These traits were addressed explicitly by the commission’s an-
thropological study.

The Anthropological Research

Professor Franz Boas, an eminent anthropologist at Columbia Univer-
sity,® produced a study tor the Dillingham Commission on “Changes
in Bodily Form of Descendants of Immigrants.™* This undertaking
reflected in large part the prevailing ideas in biology, eugenics, and an-
thropology about the plausibility of specitying races and the belief
in the ability to measure physical changes over time.®” The focus here
was the obverse of assimilation: rather than concentrating on how
immigrants were assimilated into or atfected by the new culture, the
question posed was how immigrants and their descendants shaped
the dominant population. Boas was a keen advocate of the effect of
culture as a determinant of different societies, according it greater
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significance than race.®® Applying anthropometric studies to subjects
in New York City, Boas’s findings were “much more far-reaching than
was anticipated” and in the commission’s judgment indicated “a dis-
covery in anthropological science that is fundamental in importance.”
The findings had “awakened the liveliest interest in scientific circles
here and abroad,” and the commission urged continued investigation.
The result exciting this scientific awakening was summarized thus:

[ T]he report indicates that the descendant of the European immigrant
changes his type even in the first generation almost entirely, children
born not more than a few years after the arrival of the immigrant par-
ents in America developing in such a way that they differ in type essen-
tially from their foreign-born parents. These differences seem to develop
during the earliest childhood and persist throughout life. It seems that
every part of the body is influenced in this way, and that even the form of
the head, which has always been considered one of the most permanent
hereditary features, undergoes considerable change.®”

Boas’s study is a vivid document. It is generously illustrated with ce-
phalic indexes of head sizes and other measurements of different na-
tionalities (a plan to assess the condition of subjects’ teeth as the main
indicator of changes in bodily form had to be abandoned because of
a shortage of trained researchers). Boas’s key premise was that the
“torm of the body seems to be the most suitable characteristic of any
given race”’ and hence 1s ripe for measurement. Boas cited evidence
that “under a more tavorable environment the physical development
of a race may improve,” and he wanted to determine whether the
United States provided such a propitious context.™

Boas’s investigations, in fact, did apparently unearth significant
changes to immigrants’ descendants. The head proved to be the cru-
cial indicator of change:

[1ln most of the European types that have been investigated the head
form, which has always been considered one of the most stable and per-
manent characteristics of human races, undergoes far-reaching changes
due to the transter of people trom European to American soil. For in-
stance, the cast European Hebrew, who has a very round head, becomes
more long-headed; the south Italian, who in Italy has an exceed-
ingly long head, becomes more short-headed; so that in this country
both approach a unitorm type, as far as the roundness of the head is
concerned.”™
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The longer that immigrants lived in the United States before hav-
ing children, the “better” the results for their offspring, a conclusion
reached by comparing measurable features of individuals of a similar
“race” who were either born abroad or born in the United States
within ten years of the mother’s arrival, or who were born ten years
after the mother had migrated to the United States. A comparison of
Hebrew and Sicihan cases seemed to provide overwhelming evidence.

Boas emphasized the cultural rather than the biological determi-
nants of these results, though his analysis provided a framework for
others to stress racial dissimilarities and to use this language of race.
In this sense, the framework contributed to the legitimacy of eugenic-
type research in debates about immigratnon.™

The study was carried further with a detailed examination of se-
tected Bohemians, Slovaks and Hungarians, Poles, Hebrews, Sicilians,
Neapolitans, and Scots, selected “because they represent a number of
the most distinct European tvpes™™ and because they predomi-
nated among the new immigrants. All these groups evinced significant
changes with both the stature increasing and the length and width of
the head decreasing (Table 3.2). Boas observed that the data “show
that the changes in the dimensions of the head do not depend by any
means upon the absolute or relative measurements which are found
among the foreign-born, but that heads which are nearly of the same
length, like those of the Bohemians and of the Hebrews, behave quite
differently in this country, the length of the one increasing, while the
length of the other decreases.”™ Such conclusions naturally appear
dubious to the modern reader.

These differences between the American-born descendants of immi-
grants and the European-born immigrants were traced by Boas and
his colleagues to early childhood (the features ot which contnued
throughout adult life). Weighing up the evidence regarding tacial mea-
surements, Boas leaned heavily toward environmental influences:

the development of the width of the tace seems to myv mind to show
most clearly that it is not the mechanical treatment of the infant that
brings about the changes in question. The cephalic index sufters a very
slight decrease from the fourth vear to adult lite. It is therefore evident
that children who arrive in America very young can not be much af-
fected by the American environment i regard to their cephalic index.
On the other hand, if we consider a measurement that increases appre-
ciably during the period of growth, we may expect that in children born
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Table 3.2 Measurements of American-Born minus Measurements of Foreign-born,
Weighted according to Number of Cases

Length of  Width of Width of
Head Head Cephalic Face Stature ~ Weight

Race and Sex (iIn mm) (in mm) Index (in mm) (in ¢cm) (in 1b)
Bohemian

Males -0.7 -2.3 —1.0 -2.1 +2.9 170

Females —.6 -1.5 -.6 —-1.7 +2.2 180
Hungarians and

Slovaks

Males -.5 —-1.1 -7 -1.0 +5.9 54

Females -.3 -.9 -1.0 -2.2 +1.0 38
Poles

Males -.3 +.2 +.2 +.7 +4.2 22

Females +.9 -1.6 -1.4 -1.3 +1.7 27
Hebrews

Males +2.2 -1.8 -2.0 -1.1 +1.7 654

Females +1.9 -2.0 -2.0 -1.3 +1.5 259
Sicilians

Males -2.4 +.7 +1.3 -1.2 —0.1 188

Females -3.0 +.8 +1.8 —2.0 -0.5 144
Neapolitans

Males -.9 +.9 +.9 -1.2 +0.6 248

Females -1.7 +1.0 +1.4 -6 -1.8 126
Scottish

Males +1.4 -0.5 -0.8 -1.5 +1.8 39

Females -0.3 +0.3 +0.2 +1.9 +3.9 33

Source: Derived from U.S. Immigration Commission, Abstract of the Report on Changes in Bodily
Form of Descendants of Immigrants (Washington, D.C.: GPO, 1911), p. 28.

abroad but removed to America when young, the total growth may be
modified by American environment. The best material for this study is
presented by the Bohemians, among whom there are relatively many
full-grown American-born individuals. The width of face of Bohemians,
when arranged according to their age at the time of immigration, shows
that there is a loss among those who came here as young children—the
greater the younger they were. Continuing this comparison with the
American-born, born one, two, etc years after the arrival of their moth-
ers, the width of face is seen to decrease still further. It appears there-
fore that the American environment causes a retardation of the growth
of the width of face at a period when mechanical influences are no lon-
ger possible.”®
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Boas concluded that settlement in large American cities and intermar-
riage patterns probably accounted for these trends.

Politically, Boas’s findings, although hailed as startling and of
scientific importance by the Dithingham Commission, in fact contra-
dicted the burgeoning focus on hereditary factors in determining na-
tional characteristics.” Such factors were certainly given greater
prominence by eugenists; indeed, skeptics of eugenics cited Boas’s re-
search.™ If the U. S. environment had a positive effect on its residents,
including recent immigrants, then agitation about the baneful conse-
quences of the new immigration appeared misplaced and even perni-
cious. Indeed, Boas’s own scholarly work was highly critical of race
as a category for comparative analysis. His cultural anthropological
framework eschewed the common assumption of the researcher’s su-
periority over the investigated culture, an approach methodologically
attained by acquiring the language of the studied group. This ap-
proach permitted an appreciation of culture—rather than simply of
mental aptitudes and abilities—as a contributor to behavior and
skills, a point that Thomas Gossett stresses: “when Boas speaks of
race theories it is generally with the reluctance of a man who teels torn
away from his essential task of examining the effects of a given culture
upon a given people.”™

Consequently, eugenists and others interested in such questions
made little effort to build on or to incorporate Boas’s results, though
as Pole pertinently remarks, Boas’s “methods did not contribute much
toward hberating the popular mind from the notion that head forms
and physical structure had something to do with what was inside
the head.”™ The claims of Madison Grant in his book The Passing of
the Great Race—forewarning of the end of the “great white race” be-
cause of interracial mixing—had greater influence than did the re-
search of Boas in remforcing the latent racial concerns of
restrictionists. Such grand claims were comtortably wedded with the
Mendehan laws of inheritance studied by eugenists. Boas’s research
contributed indirectly to eugenic debates because, by employing
measurements of cephalic indexes, i1t could be engaged with in those
terms. In Pole’s phrase, it was “susceptible to attack by arguments
based on his own continued respect for measurements of the cephalic
index.”$! This judgment is in danger, however, of belittling the impor-
tance of Boas’s research in the 1920s in laying to rest assumptions of
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scientific racism (even if advocates of restriction choose to ignore this
implication).

Politically and intellectually, Boas tought racism both mn politics
and in scholarship, early championing the cause of African Ameri-
cans’ rights and subverting racist arguments: “it is very improbable
that the majority of individuals composing the white race should pos-
sess greater ability than the Negro race.” He recognized the dangers
posed by pseudoscientific arguments for Atrican Americans, warning
that “the strong development of racial consciousness, which has been
increasing during the last century . . . 1s the gravest obstacle to the
progress of the Negro race, as it is an obstacle to the progress of
all strongly individualized social groups.”> As Thomas Gossett com-
ments: “Boas was no cloistered expert. He spoke out again and again
in the 1920’ against racists like Madison Grant, Henry Fairfield
Osborn, and Lothrop Stoddard.”®® He was an early and vigorous
opponent of Nazi racism. In the public debate about immigration,
however, Boas’s work was less signihcant than other parts of the
Dillingham Commission. Nonetheless, eugenists were highly suspi-
cious of his work for the commission. When his name was proposed
to the Immigration Restriction League as a potential member of a eu-
genics study committee, it was quickly rejected by Prescott Hall in a
letter to the eugenist Charles Davenport. Hall, secretary of the league,
wrote: “I must confess to . . . not very much confidence in Dr Boas. Of
course, he has certain technical training tfor such work but I believe he
is a relative of Emil Boas who was agent of the Hamburg-American
line and was employed by the Immigration Commission as expert at
the suggestion of Congressman Bennett to please the steamship com-
panies and give him a fat job.” He added, “while I am not of course
competent to pass on the results of his work, and while his results are
interesting, they seem to me far less important than investigation as to
the mental traits—at least, it Dr Wood’s theory is correct that the
higher cellular lines modity last, and the lower ones, like the bones
and muscular, modity first.” s+

Crime, Poverty, Mental Health, and the New Inmmigrants

The Dillingham Commission gave close attention to the immigration
of criminals and the “mentally defective,” as well as to the incidence
of immigrants in receipt of charity or engaged in crime. These con-
cerns resonated through immigration debates. In fact, it was the sto-
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ries and claims about these features of southern and eastern European
immigrants that had fueled the debate in the 1880s and 1890s, and in-
deed contributed to the founding of the commission. Exhaustive stud-
ies were undertaken by the commission’s staff.

Few immigrants became charity seekers, despite commonplace as-
sumptions to the contrary, a reflection, in the commission’s view, of
stringent immigration tests.® Of those with mental illnesses, the com-
mission accepted that medical examinations already in force played a
significant role in identifying sufferers but were less good at anticipat-
ing the development of such debilities. Legislation in 1882 and 1891,
respectively, excluded the immigration of lunatics and of insane per-
sons. A law passed in 1907 excluded “idiots, imbeciles, feeble-minded
persons, persons insane within five vears of the date of application
of admission, persons having had two or more previous attacks of in-
sanity, and persons suffering from mental defects, not otherwise
specified, sufficiently serious to atfect ability to earn a living.”$¢ These
laws did not result, however, in increased number of exclusions, espe-
cially in the new century (Table 3.3). In a key section of its report, the
commission claimed that immigrants were disproportionately repre-
sented in the asylum population: “[O]f the 150,151 insane persons
enumerated i hospitals on December 31, 1903, 47,078 or 31.4 per
cent, were foreign-born whites. The proportion of native-born whites
of native parentage was 33.6 per cent and the proportion of native-
born whites of foreign parentage was 10 per cent. Only 6.6 per cent
of all the insane persons enumerated were colored.” Combining
the numbers for the insane with the “feeble minded™ gave a total of
47,934 “mentally unsound persons of toreign birth™ in U. S. hospitals
and nstitutions. These data permitted the commission to conclude
that although significant numbers of hopeful 1mmigrants were ex-
cluded on mental health grounds, nonetheless, “there are m the
United States many thousands of insane or feeble-minded persons ot
foreign birth.” From the commission’s calculations, “it appears that
insanity is relatively more prevalent among the foreign-born than
among the native-born, and relatively more prevalent among certamn
immigrant races or nationalities than among others.”* Of foreign na-
tionalities’ relative contribution to the insane population in hospitals
in the United States, the descending rank ordering was Irish, Scandi-
navians, Germans, French, Scottish, Hungarians, English and Welsh,
Italians, Russians and Poles, and Canadians. These sorts of conclu-
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Table 3.3 Exclusion of Immigrants and Insanity, 1890-1909

Idiocy and Feeble-

Year Lunacy  Insanity [diocy Insanity Imbecility  mindedness  Total
1890 26 3 29
1891 36 2 38
1892 17 4 21
1893 S 3 11
1894 5 4 9
1895 6 6
1896 10 1 11
1897 6 1 7
1898 12 1 13
1899 19 1 20
1900 32 1 33
1901 16 6 22
1902 27 7 34
1903 23 1 24
1904 33 16 49
1905 92 38 130
1906 139 92 231
1907 189 29 218
1908 159 20 45 121 345
1909 141 18 42 121 322
Total 1,573

Source: Derived from U.S. Immigration Commission, [nmigration and Insanity (Washington, D.C.:
GPO, 1911), p. 7.

sions were clearly likely to be taken as turther grounds for restriction
by proponents of this position, though the first three groups were not
part of the so-called new immigration. In the 1920s, the allegedly dis-
proportionate number of immigrants in insane institutions triggered
part of the restrictionist movement.

The data on immigrants in charity hospitals suggested contrary in-
ferences: “the proportion of patients of races of recent immigration
from southern and eastern Europe was much smaller than is popu-
larly believed to be the case.”” Alcoholism was the commonest cause
of hospitalization. In respect to immigrants and crime, the populist
linkage was again less manifest in the data compiled. Although statis-
tics did demonstrate that convictions for crimes were higher among
foreign-born than native-born Americans, they did not imply a
greater criminal tendency among the former. The commission added,
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judiciously, that “it must be remembered that the proportion of per-
sons of what may be termed the criminal age is greater among the for-
eign-born than among natives, and when due allowance is made for
this fact it appears that criminality, judged by convictions, is about
equally prevalent in each class.”*

Such generosity was absent in its detailed discussion of Italian im-
migrants. The commission unequivocally argued—partly on the basis
of results of a field trip to the country—that Italian criminals were
gaining admittance to the United States. This assessment was inter-
weaved with startling generalities about Italians: “an alarming feature
of the Italian immigration movement to the U. S. is the fact that it ad-
mittedly includes many individuals belonging to the criminal classes,
particularly of southern Italy and Sicily.” Hence, the “prevailing
alarm in this respect™ did not rest simply on “the fact that a good
many actual criminals come to the U. S. from Italy, but also by the
not unfounded belief that certain kinds of criminality are inherent in
the Italian race.”™ Stereotyping of Italians was harsh: “in the popular
mind, crimes of personal violence, robbery, blackmail, and extortion
are peculiar to the people of Italy, and it can not be denied that the
number of such offenses committed among ltalians in this country
warrants the prevalence ot such a belief.”?! Such negative portraits of
[talians were common, as the histortan Humbert Nelli summarizes:
“to Americans the Italian immigrants who poured into the country in
the late nineteenth and early nwentieth centuries . . . appeared to be
the dregs of a broken and defeated race,”? a view also informing
Woodrow Wilson's History of the American People.

A related study comes four vears atter the Dillingham Commission,
in an address to the NAACP’s annual conference. An analysis of the
women'’s penal institution in Bedford, New York, found no particular
association between nationality and crime: “each race contributed n
proportion to its numerical strength . . . no one race can boast over
another as to 1ts moral character.” However, the children of foreign-
born parents did significantly outnumber native-born women
confined at Bedford.”

Dillinghani’s Conclusions

The commission’s copious data provided, in due course, grist to the
eugenists’ mill and others interested in differentiating between types
of immigrants. Its analysis plainly distinguished new immigrants from
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old and appeared unequivocably to demonstrate the unsuitability, as
potential citizens, of the new arrivals. Politically, these conclusions set
the stage for legislation.

Archdeacon argues that the commission’s analysis was biased: not
only did the commission romanticize the “old immigrants,” but also
“its main failing came in the heavy-handed use of current racial theo-
ries in the analysis of data.”? Although this sort of interpretation is
too crude a summary of the massive research and data compilation
undertaken by the Dillingham Commission (and in employing “racial
theory,” the commission was in step with most of the intellectual es-
tablishment), nonetheless, the commission’s report played an impor-
tant role in reifying stereotypes about immigrants, notably sentimen-
talizing the distinction between “old” immigrants from northern and
western Europe and “new” immigrants from eastern and southern
Europe, the latter portrayed as undesirable and unassimilable mi-
grants.”’ Congressman Albert Johnson, cosponsor of the 1924 legisla-
tion on immigration, remarked that the Dillingham Commission’s
study constituted the “great impetus” that culminated in the 1924
law.’® However, the eugenist Harry Laughlin, adviser to the House
Committee on Immigration in the 1920s, criticized the Dillingham
Commission for framing its researches, despite their thoroughness,
“exclusively as an economic problem”; consequently, he maintained,
the “biology of the task received relanvely little attention.”””
Laughlin’s assessment contradicts the scholar Keith Fitzgerald’s claim
that “the intellectual influence running throughout the commission’s
policy recommendations is clearly that of eugenics.”” In Laughlin’s
favor, it is notable that the dictionary of race, which he praised, was
not systematically integrated into the commission’s lengthy analyses,
and the commission’s case for restriction was advanced principally on
economic grounds. Boas’s findings were also incongruous with the
commission’s general approach and out of step with populist de-
mands for restriction, though the commission’s remarks about the
“criminality” inherent to Italians were a measure in this direction.
Furthermore, the historian lan Dowbiggin judges that “the fact that
the report paid scant attention to the biologic nature of immigrants
greatly disappointed nativists, who considered race and eugenics to
be the heart of the matter.””” Such a view understates the presence
of cugenic assumptions in the report. Indeed, in the year that
Dillingham’s report appeared, the eugenist Charles Davenport wrote
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Prescott Hall at the Immigration Restriction League proposing the
“formation of a committee of the Eugenics Section on family traits of
recent immigrants” on the grounds that the “time is ripe.”' Hall re-
sponded enthusiastically. By publishing Boas’s study, a legitimacy was
imparted to analysis in terms of racial types and categories, even if
such use commonly distorted the anthropologist’s careful research
and disregarded his caveats.

The commission reprinted the prolix submissions ot restrictionist
groups. In fact, it was a significant outlet for their views, almost all of
which celebrated an Anglo-American conception of U. S. national-
ity often combined with an unequivocal nativism. The staunchly re-
strictionist and traditionally anti-Catholic Junior Order of American
Mechanics (JOAM), whose membership was expanding dramatically
during these years, told the Dillingham Commission that the “baleful
influence of such a low type of immigration on our civilization, labor,
morals, and citizenship 1s patent to everv observer.” The migrants
were unassimilable: “|T]his country has wonderful assimilating pow-
ers and can assimilate and distribute through its bodyv politic a great
army of worthv and industrious people and those of the high moral
type. But it can not assimilate the mass of lower Europe and protect
its high standard of morality and good order.” %! It favored Celtic and
Teutonic blood, representative of “that independent race of men of
the Aryan blood.™"?

These sentuments were echoed by the Immigration Restriction
League. Its secretary, Prescott Hall (a keen eugenist),'’ informed the
Dillingham Commission that a literacy test was required urgently and
that eugenic principles dictated the enactment of significant controls
on immigrants. Hall advanced a crude eugenic framework, vitiated
with the dangers of racial mixing;:

[R]ecent investigations in biologv show that heredity is a far more im-
portant factor in the progress of anyv species than environment . . . As-
suming what is by no means proved, that a mixed race 1s a better race,
we should do as we do in breeding any other species than the human,

viz, secure the best specimens to breed from . .. We should exercise at
least as much care in admitting human beings as we exercise in relation
to animals or insect pests or disease germs . . . [Tlhere are certamn parts

of Europe from which all medical men and all biologists would agree
that it would be better for the American race if no aliens at all were ad-
mitted. "
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Hall unproblematically explained a country’s “backwardness™ as
arising from inherent racial failings, which the United States could
not be expected to absorb: “[I]f these immigrants ‘have not had op-
portunities’ it is because their races have not made the opportuni-
ties. There is no reason to suppose that a change of location will result
in a change of inborn tendencies.”!™ These caricatures, soon comple-
mented by eugenist arguments about racial delineations, bolstered
critics of immigration during the ensuing two decades.

Dillingham’s Reconimendations

The Dillingham Commission recommended that Congress enact re-
strictions on immigration, principally because ot what it claimed to be
the unassimilable character of recent migrants. This unassimilability
differentiated them from the older type of immigrants. It wanted
tougher assessment of potential immigrants in their country ot origin,
to find out about criminal records and mental aptitude. Immigrants
who became public charges within three years of arriving in the
United States were to be deported. It wanted reform of so-called “im-
migrant banks™ and of employment agencies, both of which tended to
exploit and encourage immigrants. The continued exclusion of Chi-
nese laborers was endorsed. Its major recommendations addressed
the position of single, unskilled males migrating from southern and
eastern Europe, whom the Dillingham Commission judged both unin-
terested 1n assimilation and mostly unsuitable for naturalization. To
effect this reduction, it proposed several measures: a literacy test, a
measure already enjoying considerable support in Congress (though
not in the White House);!’® a fixed quota by race “arriving each year
to a certain percentage of the average of that race arriving during
a given period of years”;!"” the exclusion of unskilled workers un-
accompanied by dependents; annual limits on the number of immi-
grants admitted at each port; the specification of a fixed amount of
money to be possessed by each immigrant on arrival; and an increase
i the head tax, applied more leniently to men with families. Broadly,
these recommendations both structured discussion and informed the
detail of the immigration debate by 1929. They were a triumph for
the arguments of restrictionists, salient in U.S. politics from the
1890s; indeed, Barbara Solomon suggests that these recommenda-
tions decisively “marked the advance of the [Immigration Restriction]
League’s cause.” '™ Both the literacy test and the system of admission
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based on nationality quotas were adopted, the latter a mechanism
that effected selection by assessment of individual suitability. Later re-
forms favored skilled over unskilled immigrants.

There was a lone voice of dissent on the Dillingham Commission,
that of Congressman William Bennet. From New York, Bennet ar-
gued strongly against a literacy test and maintained that the commis-
sion’s own research revealed that the problems of criminality, insanity,
and pauperism among the new immigrants had been exaggerated.
(This view seems well-founded in the commission’s data, and | would
concur with Keith Fitzgerald’s assessment that “what little interpreta-
tion of this data the reports offered tended to undercut racial distinc-
tions among immigrants on the grounds that their economic circum-
stances explained their living conditions and economic pursuits more
than any other characteristic”).'”” One probusiness lobby, the Na-
tional Liberal Imnigration League, was quick to stress the mixed pic-
ture painted in the Dillingham Commission (it had, in fact, strongly
supported the commission’s establishment''?). It vigorously lobbied
the executive to resist from enacting further restrictionist laws. Its
president, Charles Eliot, gave several reasons for permitting generous
immigration, including the abundance of land in the U. S. waiting to
be settled and the need tor labor to develop and expand industry, a
process to which even unskilled workers contributed. The league op-
posed a literacy test “because ability to read i1s no proof of either
health or character” and, in a telling phrase, observed that “mn all
races the most dangerous criminals come from classes that can read
and write, and not from the illiterate.”'"" The league argued that as-
similation was a lengthy process that ought not to be judged or as-
sessed prematurely: “experience during the nineteenth century shows
that real assimilation will take centuries; and that amalgamartion, or
blending of races through intermarriage, 1s not only extraordinarily
slow, but of doubtful issue as to the strength and viability of oft-
spring.” Eliot added that “the different races already in this country
live beside each other, and all produce in time good citizens of the Re-
public; but they do not blend.”"? Behind such rhetoric, the league’s
principal motive was a liberal economic one. It opposed a literacy test
because of the probable reduction of a regular labor supply.'”
The league proposed transporting unemployved workers from the
large Eastern cities to points of employment throughout the country,
particularly mill towns. Consequently, it found itself in conflict with
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organized labor, criticizing the efforts of the American Federation of
Labor (AFL) president, Samuel Gompers, to secure immigration re-
striction through a literacy test.!'™ Organized labor’s converse inter-
ests made 1t a strong supporter of restriction.'*s

The Dillingham Commission’s support for a literacy test, together
with the pressures from restrictionist interest groups and activists,
bore fruit in 1917—aided by American entry to the Great War—when
such a test was legislated. This criterion required prospective immi-
grants aged over sixteen to read a passage in a language of their choice
at the point of entry to the United States. The test was supported
by both organized labor!'¢ (fearful of cheap workers) and pressure
groups such as the Immigration Restriction League.''” The latter
maintained that the “reading test calls for only the most rudimentary
education. Italy has started to improve its school system every time
this bill has been pending. The Russian Jews can certainly learn Yid-
dish if they are willing to take the trouble, even if not always able
to learn Russian.” s The Immigration Restriction League had favored
the literacy test from the end of the nineteenth century, energetically
lobbying the federal executive to enact it. The league received sup-
port from the Bureau of Immigration at the Commerce Department,
whose Commissioner-General had endorsed a literacy test since
1900.1°

The literacy test had been vetoed once by President Taft!2° and
twice by President Wilson, the latter having wooed immigrant voters
in the 1912 presidential election. As Higham astutely notes, this ac-
tion had placed Wilson in an invidious position: “Woodrow Wilson
labored throughout the campaign under the embarrassing handicap
of having to repudiate over and over again the contemptuous phrases
he had written about southern and eastern European immigrants in
his History of the American People a decade before.” 2! These vetoes
prompted copious correspondence from both proliteracy- and
antiliteracy-tests groups.'?* The International Association of Machin-
ists complamed bitterly about the presidential veto in February 1913,
as did a host of other labor organizations, including the Wood, Wire
and Metal Lathers’ Union; International Typographical Union; Broth-
erhood of Carpenters and Joiners; Tobacco Workers’ Union; Pattern
Makers™ League; Paper Makers; Boot and Shoe Workers’ Union; and
Switchmen’s Union.'2* Economic liberals supported the vetoes.

The political and electoral pressure for limits was too intense by
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1917, and so Woodrow Wilson’s veto of that year was overturned by
Congress. For the scholar Robert Divine, the 1917 law marks a fun-
damental modification of the immigration law. It replaced the tenet of
individual selection and suitability with one of group selection: “a
new principle, group selection, was evident in such discrimination di-
rected against the new immigration, and this concept of judging men
by their national and racial atfiliations rather than by their individual
qualifications was to become the basic principle in the immigration
legislation of the postwar period.”!'?* The literacy test exempted those
who could demonstrate that they were escaping from religious perse-
cution (designed principally for Russian Jews), and an immigrant’s
dependents were to be admitted regardless of their literacy. The 1917
Immigraton Act formalized the Asia-Pacific Triangle, an Asiatic
barred zone, which building on the previous restrictions in respect to
Chinese and Japanese immigrants was intended completely to exclude
Asian immigration to the United States.

The law’s passage halted but did not end agitation for restriction. It
is notable that the pressure for restriction by set nationality quotas,
another recommendation of the Dillingham Commission, intensified.
The clerk of the House Committee on Immigration speculated that
“enactment of the first quota law was delayed because of the hectic
and inflated prosperity which did not go to smash until the late sum-
mer of 1920. Immediately the lists of unemployved began to grow it
was easy for restrictionists to have their way.” !5 When the situation
did “go to smash,” the restrictionist pressure, reinforced by eugenic

critiques, was unstoppable.

Conclusion

Three major conclusions arise from this consideration of the
Dillingham Commission. First, the commission’s report tormalized
and generalized the dichotomy between new and old immigrants,
inflating the dangers of the former group and flattering Americans’
depictions of the latter. Historically, such a dichotomy would have
been observable in the mid-nineteenth-century with Irish and German
immigrants constituting the dangerous category of new immigrant.
This historical perspective was mostly lost in the political purpose of
the Dillingham report, however, and it was the distinction proposed
between northwestern and southeastern European immigrants that it
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promoted. The dichotomy proved to be a pertinacious one. Three
years after its publication, the magazine Outlook’s editorial entitled
“The Old Stock and the New” reproduced many of the assumptions
of the Dillingham distinction and drew the inevitable conclusions:
“with this widening of ideas and interests there has come another
group of men and women from the Old World who are rapidly creat-
ing a ‘new stock,” and many thoughtful Americans are asking whether
in making the house so free to all who want to share its protection we
are not endangering the ideas of the family and jeopardizing the spirit
and faith which are the most precious possessions bequeathed by the
men and women of the ‘old stock.””!** Such distinctions and assump-
tions might also distort perceptions of the number of old and new
groups, worried the sociologist Robert Park. Reflecting on efforts in
the 1910s to make English the dominant language, Park observed that
“possibly native-born Americans . . . think that the bulk of our popu-
lation is made up of descendants of the Colonial settlers. In so far as
this illusion holds, native Americans are likely to think there is a much
greater demand than actually exists in the United States for unifor-
mity of language and ideas.”'?” Park recognized the determination of
the Americanizers to impose a standard identity and single language.
Park’s additional concerns proved both sensible and prescient:

[T]he fact that human nature is subject to illusions of this sort may have
practical consequences. It is conceivable, for example, that if it should
come to be generally regarded as a mark of disloyalty or inferiority to
speak a foreign language, we should reproduce in a mild form the racial
animosities and conflicts which are resulting in the breaking up of the
continental imperiums, Austria-Hungary, Russia, and Germany. In all
these countries the animosities appear to have been created very largely
by ettorts to suppress the mother tongues as literary languages. '

The distinction between old and new immigrants as a description of
the trends between the 1890s and 1921 has proved durable, and one
that scholars have had to employ. This initially political, and now aca-
demic, distinction influenced the Americanization process.

Second, the Dillingham Commission’s exclusive concern with new
immigrants from southern and eastern Europe by implication rein-
forced the political marginality of African Americans: conducting the
debate in terms exclusively of white immigrants emphasized a vision
of the United States’s identity as a white one. This emphasis was



A Less Intelligent Class? - 81

ironic, since, as Mary White Ovington pointed out in her study of Af-
rican Americans in New York, they were more fully assimilated than
most new immigrants. Ovington concluded that “tew of New York’s
citizens are so American as the colored, few show so little that is un-
usual or picturesque. The educated Iralian might have in his home
some relic of his former country, the Jew might show some symbol of
his religion; but the Negro, to the seeker of the unusual, would seem
commonplace.” This acculturation arose from the length of time Afri-
can Americans had been present in the U.S.: “[T|he colored man in
New York has no associations with his anctent African home, no Afri-
can traditions, no folk lore . .. He 1s ambitious to be conventional in
his manners, his customs, striving as far as possible to be like his
neighbor—a distinctly American ambition.”?" Yet the criteria of as-
similability promoted by restrictionists seemed blind to these attrib-
utes because of the emphasis on an Anglo-Saxon Americanism, which
was white. Here can be identified the origins of Toni Morrison’s ob-
servation that “America means white.”

Finally, and related to the second point, the Dillingham Commis-
ston’s anxieties about the assimilability of the new immigrants rested
on a model of the United States’s dominant ethnic identity as an An-
glo-Saxon one, traceable to the English settlers and subsequent north-
ern European immigrants. It was not a melting-pot assimilationist
model—despite rhetoric to the contrary—since there were clear views
about who should be assimilated and who not. Although the melting-
pot rhetoric served obvious populist interests, in practice, the key pol-
icy-makers had a clear idea of how the pot should be constructed and
what its outcome should approximate.

Published in 1911, the Dillingham Commission’s report illustrates
how the i1ssues of whiteness, assimilation, and Americanization were
central to the formulation of immigration policy in American political
development. The next two chapters examine how these efforts
determined the definition of “American™ m the crucial decade of

the 1920s.






PART TWO

Defining Americans






CHAPTER FOUR

“The Fire of Patriotism™:

Americanization and U.S. Identity

In this and the ensuing chapter, [ examine the question of American
identity as articulated in two policies toward immigrants. In Chapter
5, I concentrate on the notion of U.S. identity implied by eugenic ar-
cuments; in this chapter, the focus is on the Americanization move-
ment, mobilized during the First World War and throughout the
1920s.

The sociologist Milton Gordon distinguishes three forms ot assimi-
lation in the context of American political development. The first is
what he calls the Anglo-Conformity model, under which assimilation
is biased toward mstilling members of the polity with Anglo-Saxon
values and interests. Second is the melting-pot model i which that
aroup longest present or most dominant i the United States does
not determine the overall character of national identity. And third is
assimilation as a form of cultural pluralism, under which scheme a
multiplicity of ethnic groups and identities coexist.! Gordon argues
that the assimilation process that best describes historically the expe-
rience of the United States is the first type, Anglo-Conformity, an as-
sessment with which I agree, particularly for the yvears under consider-
ation in this study. It is a tvpe convergent with the Anglo-Saxon
aroup: based in the first English settlers and later northwestern Euro-
pean immigrants, and rooted in Protestantism. By the mid-nineteenth-
century, a dominant group in the United States, who were derived
from this heritage and who thought of themselves as “Americans,”
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was identifiable. It was a white group. The political scientist Eric
Kaufmann infers several characteristics of this group, including their
commitment to Protestantism and liberalism, their sense of self-worth
and prosperity making them a chosen people, and their cultural sepa-
rateness from nonwhites and non-English.? These characteristics
structured both the Know-Nothing movement in the nineteenth cen-
tury and the Americanization drive.’

Between 1900 and 1929, a self-conscious effort was made to define
this Anglo-American or American identity and to defend it as the
product of a melting-pot assimilationism, and not simply as the main-
tenance of one group’s dominance, while deliberately controlling who
was to be eligible to assimilate. This identity was used politically in
the Americanization movement.

One group who had already experienced assimilation tor Ameri-
canization were Native Americans.* At the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury, humanitarian and Christian “friends of the Indian™ undertook
Native Americans’ “complete assimilation; the Indians were to be in-
dividuahzed and absolutely Americanized.” The Bureau of Indian
Affairs provided education to induce a sense of “patriotic American
citizenship”™ among Native Americans, which, combined with land re-
torm, was designed to result in the “total Americanization of the Indi-
ans [and] at destroying Indianness.”™ A comparable commitment to
“patriotic American citizenship” inspired Americanizers in the 1920s.
Of the reformers of Native Americans, Prucha observes that “failing
to perceive a single element of good in the Indian way of life as it ex-
isted, they insisted on a thorough transtormation. The civilization
which they represented must be forced upon the Indians if they were
unwilling to accepr it voluntarily.” In Abraham Polonsky’s cinematic
exploration of ant-Indian atticudes, Tell Them Willie Boy Is Here,
Willie Boy’s assimilated status is given as an example of democracy by
a white man, George Hacker: “*I'll tell you what democracy is. You
take that Indian over here. We let him go just as he pleases, just as if
he stll owned this country, just as if he was white and a man. That’s
what [ call democracy, real democracy.”™s Judged a failure by the mid-
twentieth-century when Native Americans returned to a collective
lifestyle (reversing the Dawes Act of 1887), this Americanization of
Indians was a powerful movement coincident with that addressed,
through the public school system, for European immigrant children.
In respect to Native Americans, this educational component reached
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its fullest form in the Carhisle Indian School in Philadelphia (opened in
1879), which Americanized Indian children both through the curricu-
lum and by placing them with farmer families in Pennsylvania.? It is in
respect to European immigrants, however, that Americanization was
most intense.

This chapter 1s structured as follows. It begins with an examina-
tion of the origins of the Americanization movement during the First
World War, together with consideration of the economic motives in-
forming Americanism. The chapter then explains how what I term
“educational” Americanization was transformed, after 1918, into a
more intense form of “political” Americanization. The concluding
section reports the varieties of Americanization, especially its partial-
ity n respect to African Americans, and the recurrence of this ap-
proach in U.S. politics.

The Origins of Americanization

Organized Americanization arose for political reasons as the First
World War and post-1918 vears prompted an intensification in anti-
immigrant feelings and i anxiety about the absence of “American-
ism” among aliens who had made no declaration to naturalize as U.S.
citizens.'” Legislation that was operative from 1918 permitted the ted-
eral Bureau of Naturalization actively to propagate citizenship classes
and to provide educational materials (in 1906 Congress had made
competence in English a condition for naturalization), as Congress-
man Albert Johnson explained to a correspondent: “[Flederal assis-
tance began in the small paragraph carried in the Burnett Immigration
Act passed in 1917, [It authorized] Federal aid toward promotion
of citizenship.”!'" The commissioner of the Bureau of Naturalization,
Raymond Crist, explained in detail what measures tor promoting citi-
zenship were permissible under this legistation: “|T]he Act specifically
provides for its [the Federal Citizenship Textbook] distribution only
to applicants for naturalization who are in attendance upon the pub-
lic schools. Quite a number of organizations of a public-spirited na-
ture have been able to secure the book by bringing their English and
Citizenship classes under the supervision of the public schools. It is
true, also, that many of the foreign born who had not previously
taken steps to become citizens, acquired a sincere desire to do so and
made their applications because of the helptul influences of the class-
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room.”"? In 1920 alone, the Bureau of Naturahzation distributed
98,958 textbooks on citizenship to public schools that administered
classes for candidates for naturalization.” These textbooks were used
throughout the country by instructors preparing aliens to petition to
naturalize as Americans. The requirements for success were rigorous,
demanding a detailed knowledge of tederal, state, and local govern-
ments, as well as of the courts.!

To ensure that new immigrants had the opportunity to American-
ize and to naturalize, some intellectuals, social workers, and politi-
cians formed organizations dedicated to promoting their American-
ization.'S They received direct support from the Office of Education
at the Department of the Interior. Americanization was undertaken
in several ways: providing classes in English language where appro-
priate, ensuring that state and federal agencies addressed the specific
needs of new immigrants untamiliar with practices in the United
States, and promoting literacy and knowledge of civic aftairs. Schools
and local governments, together with multiple voluntary organiza-
tions, took a lead role. This work at the Department of the Interior’s
Education Bureau was complemented by the citizenship education
initiatives from the Bureau of Naturahzation in the Department

of Labor.

Public Schools

From the middle of the nineteenth century, the American public
school system provided a powerful source of assimilation for immi-
grants and especially for immigrants’ children. One Americanization
director proselytized that “the public schools are the biggest Ameri-
canizing agency in the United States—they have been ever since we
have had public schools; they are doing a marvelous work.”'¢ The
Secretary of Labor described the role of the schools to one correspon-
dent thus: “Americanization objects are substantially being accom-
plished by the work which the public schools and various organiza-
tions in different parts of the country are accomplishing, in
conjunction with the Bureau of Naturalization of this Department.”
He elaborated that “the public schools are receiving monthly the
names of the candidates for citizenship from the Bureau of Natural-
ization, and these candi<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>