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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

Americans’ toleration of diversity has always been easier in principle

than in practice. A multiracial and multicultural society built on im-

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 twentieth

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.”^ Immigration policy proved to be a forum in which eugenists

and eugenic arguments flourished. 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 politics. 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 Crevecoeur’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



hjtrodiiction • 3

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.”

I 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 solidify the second-class position of nonwhites, notably Afri-

can Americans, already exposed to segregated race relations,^ a judg-

ment mirrored in 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 of 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-

grants. Third, since these processes were realized, in large part,

through an active strategy of 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 liberty, 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.’”’^

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 linking 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 is attained. The historical and political juncture of the

1920s reveals important roots of subsequent developments in the

United States, especially the criteria 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 I argue that the interaction of these ideological and

institutional dynamics is 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 of American liberalism

from the Progressive Era to the 1960s, “the first demands for cultural

pluralism—what we now call multiculturalism—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-

sions taken in the 1920s combined with the prevailing discriminatory

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 multiculturalism, it

is valuable to consider how such debates resonate historically.

The immigration debates and decisions of the 1 920s 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 immigrants; however,

the legislation enacted in the mid- 1920s drew distinctions among Eu-

ropean Americans, favoring northwestern over southern and eastern

Europeans, partly for explicitly eugenic reasons. These decisions.



6 • Making Americans

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 legislation

for African Americans.

Establishing a direct link between the politics of the 1920s and

those since 1960 is 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 “‘multiculturalism’ 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 difficult. 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

Chapter 2 rehearses the crucial role of immigration in the develop-

ment of U. S. society, identifying major trends before 1900. 1 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 in 1907. 1 then turn to the institutional 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 5 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 of these debates: the dis-

cussion illustrates how this group was separated from 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

Chapter 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 of 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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CHAPTER TWO

Immigration 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. Elostility to economic migrants became

subsumed into a more general fear 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 faith in individual

self-worth as a basis for selection, superseding it with racially in-

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 Gather’s novel Sapphira and the Slave Girl,

set in the 1 850s, 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-nineteenth-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. Eirst, 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 refiects on the incompatibility of

the “three races.” De Tocqueville 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 informs 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 1 9 1 8 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 horn, are here now to do our part, our full part, in

the making of America. All the thousands of years of upward struggle,

the climb from serfdom up, has led to the Land of Equal Chance. We
fled from The Man Above. Here we have no master hut ourselves. Our
hats come off to genius, not to rank. The great house on the hill is the

home of one who once was a section hand. If Justice fails in this land

ours is the fault. If the torch of liberty fades or fails, ours be the blame. If

our flag falls all the eager and struggling ones in other lands will lose

heart, all those who painted its starry field in hopeful blue and drew its

stripes in courageous red will reproach us forever more.^

This statement not only ignored members of the U.S. polity whose

forebears arrived involuntarily or been displaced but also conflicted

with both American history and politics. These were common omis-

sions. 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 million immigrants who have come since the Mayflower, 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 of

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.

I 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 Crevecoeur:

[Wlhence came all these people.^ they 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 grandfather 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:

[Tjhere she lives, the great Melting Pot. Eisten! 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,

Slav and Teuton, Greek and Syrian—black 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

hack, 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.”'^

Even at the time of Zangwill’s play, the melting-pot idea was

viewed with suspicion by some groups in the United States. One Ger-

man author noted that “for us German-Arnericans 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 of 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. Eor 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. Eor 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 involuntary immigrants: he told

one group of newly naturalized citizens in 1915 that “this country is

constantly drinking strength out of new sources by the volufttary 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 force 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 Irish Catholics and German Prot-

estants, the former’s religion immediately conflicting 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 Dinnerstein et al summarize:

“|T]he English, as did other peoples, regarded those who differed

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 from their own, English-

men felt a certain kinship, but they regarded their own practices as su-

perior.”*** 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 believe 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 of 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 ofa 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 of 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: is it meant sociologically or biologically or in some other

sense?^^ Inadequate and imprecise though the term “melting pot” may
be, it is still regularly employed 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 sufficiently Ameri-

can that enabled populist Americanization to flourish.

The construction of an Anglo-Saxon conceptions^ 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-



20 • Immigrant America

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. 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 Ozawa 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, self-governing Anglo-Saxon citizens from pathetic

Celtic newcomers on the other. 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.^^ 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. ”'5

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, its 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 foreigners. Its elec-

toral support and congressional presence were, however, insufficiently



22 • Immigrant America

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 issue 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. This strategy

evoked some novel alliances, 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—like the Japanese—were

viewed as fundamentally unassimilable.'^^ Eor instance, in California

both Chinese and Japanese immigrants were poorly treated, often by

the white working class, as Tomas Almaguer has documented: “[Tjhe

‘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 immigrants

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 racialized hostility

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 interests of

working-class people in California, 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 California. 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 infe-

rior position of these people in the United States.^® Of the 120,000

persons imprisoned in this way, 70,000 were American citizens.

The Naturalization Act of 1790 determined eligibility for 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. 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 of 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,

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 Our 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 naturaliza-

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, into our politics. The cleavages opened up by this

wave of immigration marked the accession of northwestern Europe-

ans into the dominant 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 is a prerequisite to a success-

ful polity: “we must . . . reaffirm the necessity of a shared sense of

identity.”*’^ 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” is meant to break deci-

sively with the assimilationist and exclusionary tendencies of earlier

Americanization initiatives: “|I|mmigration presents mutual obliga-

tions. 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 ... is about the mean-

ing of American nationality and the foundation of national unity. It is

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: “IPJarticipants

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:

“ITjhe 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 of 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.^^ 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 it difficult 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:

[0]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, is 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” from the 1970s. And recent research on immigrants’

attitudes has increasingly 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 of 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 it: “democratism and the Federal principle

have worked together with economic greed and ethnic snobbishness

to people the land with all the nationalities of 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 between 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: “[Tjo achieve unison would

be to violate . . . the basic law of America itself and the spirit of Amer-

ican institutions . . . 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 of history and litera-

ture upon the English tradition.

A

“unison” nation or “American

race” would necessitate the “unison of ethnic types.” Furthermore,

“it must be, if it is to be at all, a unison of social and historic interests,

established by the complete cutting-off of 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 life.”^'' 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 vision 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.^^

Writing three decades later, Kallen remained an advocate of a cul-

tural pluralism consisting of One World “but One World in pluribus,

as a federal union of diversities, not a diversion of diversities into un-

differentiated unity. Without individuality and an acceptance of di-

versity, he argued, cultures become sclerotic. Kallen maintained that

the conflict or tension between what he termed “an ancient authori-

tarian 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 is, the genuine American, the typical American, is 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 Grevecoeur’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.”*i 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. polity; this conceptualization 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 is 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 is 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 in cultural pluralism, is criticized precisely on

the grounds that it 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 is 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.”^^ 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 in

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 ideology: in essence, that there is 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 universalist identity in

two ways. First, representatives of some groups argue that the forma-

tion, or assumption, of a dominant group necessarily reinforces the

marginality already experienced by their members in the U. S. polity.

This dominant identity is an Anglo-Saxon one: that is, it is 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 instance—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 is 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 identity into

a dominant national group. This form of multiculturalism implies

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.”^^ Preserving group distinctiveness and loyalty is 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 identify 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

Linassimilable 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 its 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 interests: Berlinian “pluralism” is 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 is 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 is that cultural

pluralists ignored African Americans’ interests in the U.S. polity, a

concern that has been at the forefront of multiculturalists’ initiatives.

The greater point of commonality between the two periods is appar-

ent in the way in which both movements have been stimulated by the

consequences of assuming a dominant national identity neglectful 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

multicLilturalist turn is a sectarian 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” from positions of his-

toric marginality to a “place of approximate equality today.

I

re-

turn to these conflicting views in 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

affirmative 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 multiple 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 is 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 all in liberal 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

inegalitarian ascriptive traditions to be far more entrenched in Ameri-

can political 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 multi-

ple traditions framework. They are driven by political pressures that

resulted in inequalities and hierarchies rather than in a Tocquevillean

or Hartzian egalitarianism.”’^ In fact, until the 1950s, ineligibility 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 faithful to other American values their po-

litical beliefs might be.”’”^ Since political development is a dynamic

process. Smith’s analysis implies that illiberal arguments could well

recur in U.S. national debates, and in 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 California,

Tomas 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. 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 of democratic cultural pluralism (to re-

call Horace Kallen’s term), according to Rogers Smith: universalist

integrationists and separatist pluralists, differentiated 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

is hard to see why national allegiances should often prevail, given

democratic cultural pluralist views, it is also hard to see how these

pluralist positions can be politically sustained if national obligations

are minimized.” He adds that “if citizens feel 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 effectively.”*"

In Smith’s view, therefore, 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”);**- 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:**^ 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, in the multiculturalist 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 of 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 liberal democratic principles within specific political

societies. ”**"* He argues that such a conception should permit some

“dissimilar treatment” for subgroups that are victims of “dissimilar

situations”**^ 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 US. 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 literature on “whiteness”

can seem somewhat rarefied, nonetheless given these intrawhite 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.”

Ian Haney Lopez 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 is

to allow the black body a shadowless participation in the dominant

cultural body.”^^® Morrison provides numerous examples, many his-

torical, of how the common narrative of the U.S. polity’s formation

and of American identity is 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 its association with race.”*-* That the immigration debates

of the 1 920s 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 of those individuals brought as slaves or in-

dentured servants; by 1808 an estimated 333,000 slaves had been im-

ported into the United States. *-2 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 self-image of the United States as an immigrant nation

has been an intensely powerful one among Americans, until compara-

tive recently this conception gave little explicit attention to the posi-

tion of those citizens descendant from slavesd^^ 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 Crevecoeur’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 Williams’s observation that “‘whites pretend race is

invisible. Yet for most blacks, race remains central.’”

Morrison’s proposition that “American means white” had consid-

erable purchase in the 1920s. For nonwhites, citizenship was either

partial or withheld, as Moorheld Storey, NAACP president, pointed

out in 1921:

But are you citizens? And I speak now to the men and women of color.

When it is a question of rendering military service and risking life and

limb on the plains of France your color disappears. When taxes are to be

paid to state or nation your right to pay them is fully recognized. When-
ever it is a question of bearing any burden or doing any duty of citizen-

ship, no one doubts that are you are citizens. But when you seek a voice

in choosing the men who govern you, when you ask the right when ac-

cused of crime to be tried by a jury and if found guilty to he punished ac-

cording to law, when you ask for protection against the barbarous cru-

elty of the mob, your citizenship disappears, and you may be burned

with every refinement 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.”^^^ 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 idea 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. That the definition of

white has proved elusive or that its content has varied over time does

not diminish its political consequences;^^^ in fact, this shifting content

points to its artificiality and significance as an instrument of political

interests.

One important 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 identities: “IBJlackface 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.’’^^^

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. “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-



hnmigratio7i and American Political Developfnent • 43

face minstrelsy founded the new nation culturally in racial wrong.”

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

I 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: “(Wjhatever challenge blackface had origi-

nally offered to genteel culture, it defined the United States for na-

tives, immigrants, and foreigners, Europeans and African American

alike, by the turn of the twentieth century . . . Normalized in its own
self-understanding, minstrelsy was neither racially nor regionally nor

class divided; it served instead as our unifying, national popular cul-

ture. In this process, the national culture based in blackface suc-

cessfully reified, as a basic element of the U.S. polity, the inequality of

African Americans, a strategy cinematically conveyed in such movies

as Birth of a Nation (in which racial conflict Americanized immi-

grants) and Gone with the Windd^"^ These filmic expressions were

powerful. Speaking in 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: “jTJo 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 it 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 1 have had to sit as

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 diminished as

a basis for exclusion from citizenship until the middle of the twenti-
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eth century, whereas alleged racial differences were enforced:

“|M|instrelsy 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: “fac-

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.’’^^^

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 in 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 transference to more vulnerable objects of

distaste, the ‘new’ ethnic groups seeking admission to the United

States.”*'*^ Indeed, according to James Barrett’s fascinating study, Irish

immigrants “occupied vital positions as Americanizers of later

groups,” transmitting racist values to new arrivals. Jennifer

Hochschild describes the same transformation for immigrants arriv-

ing in the 1920s: “[Als late as the 1920s descendants of old-stock im-

migrants thought of 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)145 ^35 .-j deliberate means of distinguishing citizens by color

and an illustration of the sociological construction of “whiteness”:

real estate groups argued that mixed neighbors and the presence of

so-called minorities both affected property value adversely. This strat-

egy not only reinforced prejudices rooted in race but in many cases
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also fostered them, an outcome complemented by federal housing au-

thoritiesd"^^ 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 in 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 may appear, on one reading, a regrettable concession to

fashionable nomenclature, obscuring and complicating explanations

instead of illuminating. Yet if, as most scholars and scientists now cor-

rectly accept, “race” is itself 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, it 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 Ian 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 plaintiffs’ whiteness that this

process operated: “the social construction of the White race is 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.” 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 plaintiff 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.”*^^ 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.

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 “if ‘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.”*'*^

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-
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tinctions. However, the political significance of how these distinctions

have been formulated and deployed in American political develop-

ment is 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,'**^

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 powerful 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



48 • Immigrant America

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 in 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.

These themes in 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 I don’t think discrimination in itself is unfair. 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] is an end that should be attained . 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, in 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 f

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 1 880s 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 1 3.
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 that 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 is 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 Ajnerican People, Woodrow
Wilson, then a political scientist at Princeton University, alerted read-

ers to the new source of immigrants manifest in the 1890 census, an

alteration which “students of affairs marked with uneasiness.” Over-

taking the “sturdy stocks of the north of Europe” were “multitudes of

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 careful 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.”^

Its national committee included the economist John Commons; the

eugenist 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 Taft 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” immigrants. 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: “[Ijn its own
publications the League never referred to this questionable consort-

ing. Anti-Catholic sentiment was at low ebb at the time 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

successful 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."* It not only reihed

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 ideas, expounded, for instance, in Herbert Spencer’s writ-

ings, were valuable sources of belief 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 inevitably 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: “lB|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,”-^ 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 1

Bohemian 9

Bulgarian 3

Croatian 4

Danish 4

Estonian 1

Finnish 11

French 1

German 21

Greek 2

Hungarian 23

Italian 27

Jew'ish 20

Lettish 11

Lithuanian 15

Polish 7

Portuguese 1

Romanian 16

Slovenian 8

Spanish 8

Swedish 6

Ukranian 8

Yiddish 15

Total 222

Papers published 144

in foreign countries

English papers 105

in the United States

Grand total 471

Source: Derived from R. E. Park, AmcriCLinization Studies: The Immigrant Press and

Its Control (New York: Harper N 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 in-

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 welfare 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.”-^

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 affect 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: “[PJerhaps

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 satisfy the new “illiberal” criterion. 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.”^o 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

hospitality 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.”^’ The Polish Na-

tional Alliance 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 is 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 heri-

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 commissions^'

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 in 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 inquiry of a similar nature, except the census alone, than had ever
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been undertaken by the Government. This is a good description.

The commissioners examined a myriad of phenomena including

patterns of immigration from Europe; conditions in the European

countries from which the immigrants were drawn; the position and

economic status of recent immigrants 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 versus New Immigration

The commission advanced a conceptual dichotomy that had a pro-

found influence on ensuing debate. It characterized northern and

western European immigrants as constitutive of '‘old immigration,”'’^

reserving the appellation “new immigration” 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: “[TJhey mingled freely with the

native Americans and were quickly assimilated, although a large pro-

portion of them, particularly in later years, belonged to non-English-

speaking races. This natural bar to assimilation, however, was

soon overcome by them, while the racial identity of their children was

almost entirely lost and forgotten. Eor 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, in 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 in large cities, thereby evading sys-
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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 from 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 intellectually

inferior:

[T]he new immigration as a class is far less intelligent than the old, ap-

proximately one-third of all those over 14 years 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-

grants, who previously had been the subject of considerable bile

and prejudice, so its worries were transferred 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 of 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 life in the open country, advance-

ment by the sweat of the brow, and the uprearing of families in the

fear of God and the love of country.”"^^ This was hardly impartial 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, of whom about two-

thirds remained in Europe, and so the commission contrasted this pat-

tern unfavorably 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 predominated 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 affect skilled positions but, by forming a regular supply

of cheap unskilled labor, had “kept conditions in the semiskilled and

unskilled occupations from advancing. New immigrants avoided

trade unions (a disposition fostered 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

yards and in the steel industry, the national headquarters of the Amer-
ican Federation of Eabor 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

links with their fellow nationals, and eschewed assimilation. This lat-

ter blemish became a rallying point for restrictionists, who doubted

their suitability to naturalize anyway. 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 its 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 loosely 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 in the

United States.

There were voices of skepticism about these alleged flaws of the

new immigrants. The settlement movement (designed to help immi-

grants adjust to American life), of whom a leading light was Jane

Addams, assumed that the newcomers’ differences arose from culture,

not from “race.” Addams and others attempted benevolently to assist

immigrants to learn English 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 year after the publication 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-

grants. 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 they are men and women just like the rest

of us, some good and some bad, and it is impossible to discriminate

against them as a whole.” But, she added, “1 am sure in the back-

ground 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.”^^ Abbott was skeptical 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 Abbott, 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 between 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 Eolkmar'’^ (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 of the Celtic group of

Aryan tongues”),^® a move reflecting 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 for their lack of fitness to govern.^- The commission mostly uti-

lized the racial categories already employed by the Bureau of Immi-

gration:^^ “the Commission uses the term ‘race’ in a broad sense, the

distinction being largely a matter of language and geography, rather

than one of 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 Aitthropological Research

Professor Franz Boas, an eminent anthropologist at Columbia Univer-

sity,^'* produced a study for 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 specifying 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 affected 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

“form of the body seems to be the most suitable characteristic of any

given race”^° and hence is ripe for measurement. Boas cited evidence

that “under a more favorable 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:

din 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 transfer of people from European to American soil. For in-

stance, the east 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 uniform 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 Sicilian 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 immigration.^-'*

The study was carried further with a detailed examination of se-

lected Bohemians, Slovaks and Hungarians, Poles, Hebrews, Sicilians,

Neapolitans, and Scots, selected “because they represent a number of

the most distinct European types”^*^ 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 of which continued

throughout adult life). Weighing up the evidence regarding facial mea-

surements, Boas leaned heavily toward environmental influences:

the development of the width of the face seems to my 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 suffers a very

slight decrease from the fourth year to adult life. It is therefore evident

that children who arrive in America very young can not be much af-

fected by the American environment in 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

Race and Sex

Length of

Head
(in mm)

Width of

Head
(in mm)

Cephalic

Index

Width of

Face

(in mm)
Stature

(in cm)

Weight

(in lb)

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 Dillingham 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 feels 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 liberating 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 reinforcing the latent racial concerns of

restrictionists. Such grand claims were comfortably wedded with the

Mendelian laws of inheritance studied by eugenists. Boas’s research

contributed indirectly to eugenic debates because, by employing

measurements of cephalic indexes, it 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 fought racism both in 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 African Americans, warning

that “the strong development of racial consciousness, which has been

increasing during the last century ... is 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’s 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 significant 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 for 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, if Dr Wood’s theory is correct that the

higher cellular lines modify last, and the lower ones, like the bones

and muscular, modify first.

Crime, Poverty, Mental Health, and the New Immigrants

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.

Eew 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 years 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 affect 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: “[OJf the 150,151 insane persons

enumerated in 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 foreign birth” in U. S. hospitals

and institutions. These data permitted the commission to conclude

that although significant numbers of hopeful immigrants were ex-

cluded on mental health grounds, nonetheless, “there are in the

United States many thousands of insane or feeble-minded persons of

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 certain

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

Year Lunacy Insanity Idiocy

Idiocy and

Insanity Imbecility

Feeble-

mindedness Total

1890 26 3 29

1891 36 2 38

1892 17 4 21

1893 8 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, Immigration and Insanity (Washington, D.C.:

GPO, 1911), p. 7.

sions were clearly likely to be taken as further 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 Italians in this country

warrants the prevalence of such a belief.”^’ Such negative portraits of

Italians were common, as the historian Humbert Nelli summarizes:

“to Americans the Italian immigrants who poured into the country in

the late nineteenth and early twentieth 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 years after 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 in

proportion to its numerical strength ... no one race can boast over

another as to its moral character.” However, the children of foreign-

born parents did significantly outnumber native-born women
confined at Bedford.

Dillingham 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 relatively 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 Ian 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 eugenic 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 of 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 is patent to every observer.” The migrants

were unassimilable: “[T]his country has wonderful assimilating pow-

ers and can assimilate and distribute through its body politic a great

army of worthy 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 sentiments 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:

[Rlecent investigations in biology show that heredity is a far more im-

portant factor in the progress of any species than environment . . . As-

suming what is by no means proved, that a mixed race is 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 . . . [T]here are certain 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 Recommendations

The Dillingham Commission recommended that Congress enact re-

strictions on immigration, principally because of 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 of 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 in 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

in 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 Rennet. From New York, Rennet 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 I 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 Immigration 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 for 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 is no proof of either

health or character” and, in a telling phrase, observed that “in 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 amalgamation, or

blending of races through intermarriage, is not only extraordinarily

slow, but of doubtful issue as to the strength and viability of off-

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.”**- Rehind 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 unemployed 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 it a strong supporter of restriction.

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. 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

I900.‘*9

The literacy test had been vetoed once by President Taft'-® 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.”'-' These vetoes

prompted copious correspondence from both proliteracy- and

antiliteracy-tests groups.'-- The International Association of Machin-

ists complained bitterly about the presidential veto in February 1915,

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. 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 affiliations 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

Immigration 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 unemployed began to grow it

was easy for restrictionists to have their way.”*’^ 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 formalized

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 efforts 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
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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 “few of New York’s

citizens are so American as the colored, few show so little that is un-

usual or picturesque. The educated Italian 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 ancient African home, no Afri-

can traditions, no folk lore . . . He is 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-

sion’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 issues 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” in 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, I 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-

guments; 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 of 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 instilling members of the polity with Anglo-Saxon

values and interests. Second is the melting-pot model in which that

group longest present or most dominant in 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-Gonformity, an as-

sessment with which I agree, particularly for the years under consider-

ation in this study. It is a type convergent with the Anglo-Saxon

group: 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 for 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-

dividualized 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-

form, 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 transformation. The civilization

which they represented must be forced upon the Indians if they were

unwilling to accept it voluntarily.”" In Abraham Polonsky’s cinematic

exploration of anti-Indian attitudes. 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 still owned this country, just as if he was white and a man. That’s

what I call democracy, real democracy.’”** 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 Carlisle 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 is 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 in 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- 191 8 years prompted an intensification in anti-

immigrant feelings and in anxiety about the absence of “American-

ism” among aliens who had made no declaration to naturalize as U.S.

citizens.*^ Fegislation that was operative from 1918 permitted the fed-

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: “[F]ederal 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 for promoting citi-

zenship were permissible under this legislation: “|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 helpful influences of the class-
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room.”'^ In 1920 alone, the Bureau of Naturalization 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 federal, 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.*^ 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 unfamiliar with practices in the United

States, and promoting literacy and knowledge of civic affairs. 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 Naturalization 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 candidates are at the same time being notified by the

Bureau to avail themselves of the advantages which the public schools

are increasingly offering for them. Through these agencies opportuni-
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ties are being afforded for the spirit of America to be learned and ab-

sorbed by those who are coming into citizenship through the process

of naturalization.” Public schools had also a symbolic content, ac-

cording to Michael Olneck, who notes their role enunciating “the val-

ues, beliefs, cultural practices, and identities” of an American.’^

Providing a common language and narrative of the history of the

United States, school curricula and instruction initiated the foreign-

born into being American. A visitor to New York in 1911 observed

how public schools socialized immigrant children. Alfred Zimmern
wrote his mother first about learning English: “one class consisted

of boys and girls of all ages who had just landed in America and it

was pathetic to see them learning English, not caring a bit in their

eagerness how ridiculous they made themselves.” Loyalty to the

United States was rapidly instilled: “[B]ut the really impressive sight

was the presentation and oath of allegiance to the American flag

which takes place at 9 o’clock every morning. Eirst they sang a num-

ber of American songs and some of the children recited and then came

this ceremony at the end, every child stretching out its hand towards

the flag. It really made one feel that America was a land of free-

dom. Not surprisingly, the Americanization movement identified

the flag as one of its most potent symbols.-® Zimmern’s observa-

tions come several years before the intense Americanization and the

American Eirst English language campaign unfolded. Eurthermore,

not all immigrants shared his high regard for intensive Americanism.

Jennifer Elochschild notes that some immigrants resisted this educa-

tional inculcation: such immigrants “recognized that public schools

often sought to beat foreigners’ children into Protestant docility

rather than to liberate their imagination through education. And they

resisted, demanding schools in their own languages that would teach

their own religions and values.”-^ The success of public schools in as-

similating immigrants was queried by some in the opening decades of

the twentieth century (who cited, for instance, the continued use of

German in some schools), and a more explicit form of Americaniza-

tion was advocated. Thus, in 1916, President Woodrow Wilson cele-

brated Americanization as a process of “self-examination, a process

of purification, a process of rededication to the things which America

represents and is proud to represent.”’^

The same public schools employed to socialize and Americanize

new immigrants failed African American children, a discrepancy one
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member of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored

People underlined in 1929: “[0|ur country boasts of her great free

school system. There is no free school system in this country. Millions

of American citizens are walking in dense mental darkness because

our country denies anything like equal educational facilities to all of

her citizens. In a state of the union where the black man constitutes

thirty-nine per cent of the population he is given only one per cent of

the appropriation for education and in a number of other states four

times as much is spent for the education of a white child as is spent for

a black child.

World War I and Americanization

The First World War exacerbated hostility toward immigrants and

boosted Americanization.^^ As one correspondent wrote the Secre-

tary of the Interior, “if Americanization is to prevail not only must

Germanization propaganda in this country be successfully combatted,

but there must be established a positive and effective Americanization

campaign that will bring home to the American people a positive,

definite conception of the principles upon which a democratic civiliza-

tion and representative government is based. This intense Ameri-

canism approximated a crusade.

Prior to 1916, the work of the federal Office of Education impinged

little on a public largely uninterested in the plight of immigrants. In-

terest was sharply aroused, however, by the advent of the First World

War, when immigrants’ sympathies and loyalties were often suspected

by Americans. The suspicion that immigrants
—

“with the detested

foreign accent”’^—frequently held anarchist or communist politics

was commonplace. The Department of Justice fanned this suspicion

of immigrants’ behavior.^*^ Deportations increased, and foreign-lan-

guage newspapers were closely scrutinized.

The latent conflict among different immigrants, released by the

First World War, was manifest in the exchanges about “hyphenated”

Americans, that is, Americans who attached an ethnic identity prefix

to their nationality were attacked by, for instance, the “one hun-

dred percent” Americanizers, for which a national committee was
formed. German-Americans and other groups promoted their mixed

loyalties in this way. Presidential candidates Theodore Roosevelt and

Woodrow Wilson became famous, at the time of the First World War,

for their attacks on “hyphenated Americans.” Such citizens were ac-
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cused of lacking a complete commitment to the United States and of

being insufficiently Americanized, charges laid principally on Irish-

Americans and German-Americans, both of whom were considered

weak supporters—if not outright opponents—of the British nation.

July 4, 1918, became an occasion throughout the country for a cele-

bration of intense patriotism.

In New York, a National Americanization Committee, under Fran-

ces Kellor, was established; and a director of Americanization was

appointed in the Bureau of Education,^® at the Department of the

Interior in Washington;^' the terms of cooperation between the Inte-

rior Department and the National Americanization Committee were

formalized. The states were divided into eleven districts, each of

which had a regional director responsible for Americanization. In

each state, a board was established that was made up of representa-

tives from the various departments and organizations in that state

who were engaged in Americanization work. The Bureau of Educa-

tion began its involvement in education for immigrants in April 1914,

providing English language classes. In the autumn of 1915, the

America Eirst program was initiated, under which the U.S. Commis-

sioner of Education appointed a National Committee of One Hun-

dred. America Eirst concentrated on getting non-English speakers to

learn the language, but was always implicitly associated with the in-

culcation of Americanism.^'^ The campaign identified five tenets neces-

sary for national unity in a democracy. These were

(1) a common use of the language of the United States; (2) a common
understanding and appreciation of American standards, ideals, and re-

sponsibilities of citizenship; (3) a genuine allegiance to the United States,

whether the land of the citizen’s birth or of adoption; (4) active coopera-

tion with fellow citizens in furthering the common welfare through gov-

ernment; (5) a universal consciousness of our national and social organi-

zation and the impelling forcefulness of its evolution.^'’

The bureau’s work was coordinated by H. H. Wheaton, its specialist

in Immigrant Education. The Americanization division appointed

racial advisers “to bring about better relationship among the races

and to carry on the educational work.” It submitted American copy

to foreign newspapers, and the division issued a monthly American-

ization bulletin, with 15,000 circulation, for “the workers of the

country.”'*^ The bulletin’s content illustrates just how extraordinarily
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extensive and energetic the Americanization campaign was across the

United States. As the war ended, its intensity reached fever pitch, with

states, cities, and a myriad of local voluntary organizations participat-

ing. This network offered a fertile base for the more overt political

ambitions that became associated with the Americanization drive af-

ter the end of the First World War in response to communist and anar-

chist threats.

In a memorandum entitled “What Is Americanization?” the com-

missioner for Education in 1917, Philander P. Claxton, described

official policy. The emphasis was on the U.S.’s immigrant composi-

tion: “except for a quarter million North American Indians, descen-

dants of the natives whom the white settlers found here the people of

the United States are all foreign born or the descendants of foreign

born ancestors. All are immigrant or the offspring of immigrants.

The failure to distinguish between voluntary and involuntary immi-

grants is notable: “here, free from the domination of autocratic gov-

ernment and from the poisoning influence of decadent aristocracies,

forgetting our fears and servile habits, we have elevated the best from

all countries into a common possession, transfused and transformed it

by our highest and best ideals and called it Americanism.”^^ Claxton

emphasized education in fostering Americanism: “Americanization is

a process of education, of winning the mind and heart through in-

struction and enlightenment. From the very nature of the thing it can

make little or no use of force. It must depend rather on the attrac-

tive power and the sweet reasonableness of the thing itself. Were it to

resort to force by that very act it would destroy its spirit and cease to

be American. It would also cease to be American if it should become

narrow and fixed and exclusive, losing its faith in humanity and re-

jecting vital and enriching elements from any source whatever.” Con-

sequently, Americanization was a process which the foreign born “do

for themselves when the opportunity is offered.”"^®

The role of the National Americanization Committee, financed by

private donations,'^' was central to this campaign,"*- as the Commit-
tee’s chairman outlined in late 1918:

|T|he Americanization work now being done by the Bureau of Educa-

tion has been made possible by the National Americanization Commit-
tee. It is furnishing to the Department of the Interior a New York head-

quarters with full equipment for the racial and publicity work. It is

furnishing a staff of 36 headquarters’ workers in Washington and New
York City, including held ofhcers, translators, writers, speakers, and es-
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pecially workers among the races. In addition to this, it is making it pos-

sible for a conference of twelve men of each of the races in America to

advise and assist the government. These now number over 100 men who
are helping to work out a sound policy and program of racial relations

in America and carrying the message to their own people. It is supplying

the funds to direct the work now being put into industries by the 1000

or more plant Americanization Committees appointed at the request of

the Department of the Interior.

“Races” in this account refer to the European immigrant nationali-

ties. The same committee funded the Immigration Committee of

the U.S, Chamber of Commerce, which encouraged Americanization

by employers. This use of private funds'^'’ demonstrates a significant

infiltration of a government agency by the private sector or, less dra-

matically, a marked degree of collaboration between public and pri-

vate bodies. Commissioner for Education Claxton warmly praised

Kellor’s application: “[T]he National Americanization Committee is

doing a very important work. It is a pity it could not have been begun

many years ago. Had it been, conditions would be much better in the

United States than they now are.”"**' Claxton explained to the Interior

Secretary that over three million of the thirteen million foreign-born

men, women, and citizens in the United States spoke no English: “for

their own good and our own we may not let these people remain

among us either as citizens or aliens without giving them adequate op-

portunity and every proper inducement to learn the language of the

country and whatever else may be necessary to enable them to under-

stand the best in American social, industrial and civic life.”"^^ The bu-

reau published detailed documents about how to teach English; later

Americanization material included instructions in naturalization. By

1917 this work had become “a nation wide Americanization cam-

paign,”''^ led by the Education Bureau. It issued detailed proposals

to teachers in public schools, made proposals to universities and col-

leges about their potential role in promoting Americanization,'^'^ sup-

plied reading lists, and published a regular Immigrant Education Tet-

ter series. It certainly constituted a “nation wide” campaign.

The Bureau of Education’s work was distinct from that of the Bu-

reau of Naturalization (located in the Department of Eabor), which,

from 1916, began a program of providing education for foreigners

wishing to naturalize.''® In Eebruary 1918 the secretary of the interior

agreed to the proposal that Americanization should be his depart-

ment’s “War Measure” and sought federal legislation and funding in
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support of this commitment,^’ an aim that failed. The same interior

secretary, Franklin Lane, was keen to retain Americanization work in

his department’s Bureau of Education (and not to lose it to the Bureau

of Naturalization), informing one congressman,

[N]o douht the Bureau of Naturalization can do much in the way of giv-

ing definite instruction in matters of citizenship to those who have ap-

plied for citizenship papers. I believe, however, that the larger task of ed-

ucating all aliens in the use of the English language, in the history and

resources of the country, in our industrial requirements, in our manners

and customs and in our civic, social and political ideals, belongs rather

to the Bureau of Education in the Department of the Interior, which was

created for the purpose of promoting education in all its phases and

which has through its half century of existence established intimate rela-

tions with State, county and city systems of education which incline

school officers to look to this Bureau for advice in regard to all matters

of this kind.^^

Erances Kellor,^'’ of the National Americanization Committee, en-

couraged these priorities, warning the commissioner of education that

although teaching English and providing classes in citizenship were

“basic and essential” activities, they were insufficient response to “the

active anti-American influences at work” in the United States. Kellor

recommended an ambitious expansion of the Bureau of Education’s

work to counter anti-Americanism:

[A] thorough-going governmental Americanization policy and program

is an immediate war necessity. I am deeply concerned by the realization

that no existing Government agency is effectively reaching the non-Eng-

lish-speaking groups and that the most insidious forms of propaganda

are making headway unchecked among them. There are literally thou-

sands of foreign-language organizations in the United States fighting

among themselves for independent and united native countries or to pre-

serve their racial solidarity here. On the other hand, there are but few

such organizations whose first interest is Americanization or to help

America win the war.‘'^

It was Kellor who proposed that the interior secretary give a public

lecture on Americanization.^^ The wartime federal Council of Na-

tional Defense prepared a memorandum in January 1918 that

identified, in addition to more general issues about war mobilization,

two problems with immigrants: a positive danger of sedition among
the foreign-born and the lack of English among immigrant workers.^’’
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Education Commissioner Claxton^^ established a designated Amer-

icanization Division, along lines suggested by Kellor.^* In May 1918

it was agreed that the Committee on Public Information, the Council

of National Defense, and the Department of the Interior would col-

laborate on a program of Americanization, through a new division

at the Bureau of Education, the War Work Extension, which would

be headed by Erances Kellor, employing her experience with the vol-

untary Committee for Immigrants in America. Working with these

groups, the director coordinated from May 1916 the public and

private drive to Americanize aliens. The chairman of the National

Americanization Committee described the origin of this initiative as

follows: “[IJn May, 1916, realizing the necessity for bringing all peo-

ples in America together in a great movement to nationalize America,

the committee [for immigrants] began a campaign for Americaniza-

tion—a word hitherto unused—by urging that July 4, 1915, be

made Americanization Day, in which 150 cities celebrated Independ-

ence Day, 1915, as ‘Americanization Day.’”^^ The National Ameri-

canization Committee was organized to make this campaign effective.

Erom this event was laid the basis for a systematic program: “at the

close of the campaign, there was so much demand for Americaniza-

tion work, methods, standards and speakers, that the Committee re-

mained in existence and cooperated with public, social, civic, philan-

thropic, industrial and official agencies engaged in this work.”^^ It

organized the celebration of the Fourth of July as Americanization

Day (reporting participation by 1,200 cities in 1917) and urged

chambers of commerce and business organizations to set up Ameri-

canization committees or to appoint officials for this task.^** On July 4,

1918, at the Washington memorial. President Woodrow Wilson met

with a representative from each of thirty-five foreign-language groups

in the United States, and each swore their allegiance to the nation. The

Council of National Defense wrote all its local branches about the

July 4, 1918, event, urging them to use Wilson’s address to stimu-

late spontaneous expressions of “loyalty” with citizens of foreign ex-

traction.^^

Americanization work was organized in thirty-two states and hun-

dreds of local Councils of Defense. State Councils of Defense were

instructed vigorously to pursue Americanization as part of the war ef-

fort:^^ “the United States Bureau of Education is engaged in the task

of welding the many races and nationalities comprising America’s
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thirteen million foreign born and thirty-three million of foreign origin

into a unified American people back of the fighting-line—a task of

large importance to the successful prosecution of the war.”^*^ The bu-

reau galvanized each state to establish a Committee on Americaniza-

tion if one was not already in place, and to implement the Bureau

of Education’s Americanization program. States also encouraged uni-

versities to create programs specifically for immigrants and the for-

eign-born, to teach both English and “Americanism”;^*^ the New York

State Legislature passed a law requiring compulsory attendance of

non-English-speaking and illiterate persons between sixteen and

twenty-one years of age at some school, as well as the maintenance

of night schools in cities and school districts.^' Universities provided

training for instructors in Americanism; California’s State Board of

Education offered a certificate as “Teacher of Americanization” that

was acquired through university credits.'^ Even the kindergarten was

seen as an invaluable resource in the diffusion of Americaniza-

tion: “with the fresh realization of the importance of the alien and his

value as an asset or his menace as an enemy, it becomes necessary for

kindergartners to use consciously and systematically every possible

means of meeting the present social situation.

Claxton’s emphasis remained principally one of education and lan-

guage acquisition, less concerned with the political pressures with

which Americanization was much more associated after the cessa-

tion of the Great War. His concerns about illiterate immigrants re-

tained a racial context. Thus, the commissioner told school superin-

tendents that “no less than 2,953,01 1 foreign-born whites 10 years of

age or over are unable to speak the English language” and enclosed a

poster urging individual immigrants to attend evening classes to learn

English.^'*

By 1918, Americanization Specialist Wheaton could report

significant progress in educating and Americanizing immigrants.

Throughout the country, the city, state, and federal governmental au-

thorities had involved themselves systematically in this work and had

“taken definite steps to provide adequate facilities. He stressed the

cooperation of government and private agencies. Eederal American-

ization officials, based in the Bureau of Education and in the Council

of National Defense, directed Americanization committees in every

state: “|T|he State Americanization Committee should have a sub-

sidiary Americanization Committee in every County and community
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where any considerable number of immigrants reside. These local

committees should have charge of all local Americanization work,

and should bring together in harmonious action the various agencies

in the community already among the immigrant residents. Local

Selective Service boards were urged to ensure that new recruits sent

to military camps should have demonstrated sufficient knowledge of

English to follow basic orders. The Council of National Defense

repeated the need for foreign-born residents to learn English. The

council’s Committee on Public Information published pamphlets ex-

plaining American ideals and urging aliens to naturalize.

In the years 1917 to 1921, one strong emphasis of the Americaniza-

tion effort was on “racial” groups, that is, immigrants distinguished

by nationality. Eor instance, the November 1919 issue of American-

ization included a bibliography entitled “for the study of races,”

which concerned exclusively immigrants of European extraction;^®

and in the second half of 1918, much effort was devoted to building

up relations with nationalities’ organizations, though Commissioner

Claxton cautioned that “the difficulties are greater with the races that

have come from countries with which we are now at war.”*^'

Throughout 1917 and 1918, state and city governments were per-

suaded, in a wartime measure, to inaugurate hundreds of events to

facilitate the Americanization of immigrants. Literacy and acquisi-

tion of the English language were consistently promoted, the second

ambition aided by early data about draftees that found that of 10 mil-

lion registrants, 700,000 could not sign their names or write English;

these were overwhelmingly immigrants. These deficiencies were

quickly identified as threats to American productivity and military

preparedness.*^^

Indeed, it is difficult to underestimate the impact of the war on the

Americanization drive, in two ways. Eirst, the need of national policy

leaders to galvanize support for the war permitted American popu-

lism work such as the “one hundred percent American” campaign.

The aspersion “un-American” developed from the war’s end, a crite-

rion (combined, in 1919, with race riots, the Palmer raids, and intense

anti-immigrant sentiments) that collectively weakened the aspiration

of cultural pluralists.^^ Writing in 1919, Aronovici notes that the war

made the issue of “national unity” a problem for the first time in the

United States: “whether national unity means unanimity of opinion,

whether it means unreserved recognition of a loyalty to all aspects of
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the present form and practice of government, or whether it means

merely the breaking away from all foreign allegiance and the partici-

pation in the affairs of the government of the United State, is not al-

ways clear.”^^ This ambiguity produced several responses, but the

dominant official one, unsurprisingly, was an unequivocal American-

ism. Second, in the postwar years, in frustration at the relative weak-

ness of the Americanization movement, some Progressive reformers

were increasingly drawn to stronger versions of this doctrine. The

historian Gary Gerstle makes this latter point forcefully: rightward-

leaning Progressives “lost their enthusiasm for reform altogether and

reemerged, in the 1920s, as reactionaries—obsessed with restoring

America to some imagined state of cultural homogeneity and moral

purity. The American Legion, founded in 1919, was an instance of

these political and cultural developments. Americanizers had a clear

view about the content of national identity. One publisher produced a

regular “Americanism Poster-Folder” containing prayers and panegy-

rics to outstanding Americans. It was dedicated to the “ 100% Ameri-

canism” cause.

The Economics of Americanization

For employers and industrialists, Americanization meant the acquisi-

tion of English, as a survey found: “among managers and employers

we found a general feeling that industry must assume some responsi-

bility for Americanization; but practically all of them identified this

with the teaching of English and the naturalization of aliens. Many
employers ran Americanization classes in large plants, principally mo-
tivated by the need for their employees to speak English. Economic

Americanizers combined an idealism about the virtues of the Ameri-

can way of life with fiscal hardheadedness, principally the belief that

immigrants should be admitted in order for the economy to thrive.

This belief may explain why the Carnegie Corporation sponsored a

series of Americanization studies in the early 1920s.*^^ The foundation

allocated a sizable grant for the systematic study of immigrant experi-

ence in nine areas: schooling of the immigrant; adjustment of homes
and family life; legal protection and correction; health standards and

care; naturalization and political life; industrial and economic amal-

gamation; treatment of immigrant heritages; neighborhood agencies

and organizations; and rural communities.
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Writing in 1924, Leiserson infers a larger purpose to industrial

Americanization: “[0]ne of the first needs that every intelligent man-

ager notes, of course, is instruction in English for those employees

who do not understand the language. This has led to quite a wide-

spread organization of classes in industrial plants either directly by

the management or in cooperation with public authorities or civic or-

ganizations.” He continued, “but teaching English has not been the

only work of these classes. Instruction in civics and American history

has usually gone with the language lessons, and preparatory work for

naturalization examinations has also been quite common. Such ex-

ercises were most successful when undertaken in cooperation with lo-

cal educational agencies. By 1919 over eight hundred industrial plants

had some sort of Americanization program—either their own classes

or ones held in conjunction with local public or voluntary organiza-

tions—for their employees.

James Barrett has recently stressed the role of workplaces in stimu-

lating a bottom-up process of Americanization, and he is certainly

correct to focus on the role of employment. The organizers of the Na-

tional Americanization Committee, for instance, speedily homed in

on the necessity of Americanizing workers, as its chairman explained:

“the real melting pot for the adult foreign-born is the industrial plants

of America.” The committee persuaded the U.S. Chamber of Com-
merce to appoint an Immigration Committee in December 1918.'^^

The National Americanization Committee financed this Immigra-

tion Committee, which “carried on the industrial Americanization

work among employers, including surveys of 244 industrial towns,

appointment of Americanization Committees by 150 local Chambers

of Commerce, preparation and distribution of 150,000 sets of leaflets

in seven languages for enclosure in pay envelopes, the issuance of

a semi-monthly Bulletin telling what industries are doing for Ameri-

canization and distributing information to many business organiza-

tions and industrial plants.”^- The Commonwealth Steel Company
at Granite City, Illinois, for example, reported in its magazine The

Comwomvealther that it had classes for its non-American employees,

among whom “a large proportion of accidents were happening”; con-

sequently, “safety reasons necessitate their learning English ... It

is expected to bring this condition to the point that the learning of

English will be eventually required of all foreign employees.” Instruc-
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tion in Americanism was also planned: “Americanization classes are

being arranged for, and the foreigners are being led to know and love

America.

At a national level, the National Association of Manufacturers and

the National Industrial Council both ardently supported the Ameri-

canization drive,^'^ as did labor representatives such as the United

Mine Workers^^ and the Labor Secretary James Davis’s own union,

the Iron, Steel, and Tin Workers. The general superintendent of the

Campbells Soup Company, whose produce was later made famous by

Andy Warhol, told the Secretary of Labor that “I agree absolutely

with your views on both registration and education, both of which

should be compulsory.”^' Welcoming proposals for compulsory regis-

tration and Americanization of aliens, the manager of the Pittsburgh

Provision & Packing Co. warned that “this country is full of aliens

—

people who have no desire or thought of becoming citizens of this

country and who have no respect for our Constitution and Flag. Such

people are a menace. The monthly Americanization bulletin in-

cluded a regular section on “Industrial Americanization,” which dealt

with developments in plants to Americanize foreign-born employ-

ees. There was thus a felicitous suturation of motives between politi-

cal Americanizers and industrialists worried about the competence of

their non-English-speaking workers.

From Educational to Political Americanization

After 1918, Americanization was increasingly the preserve of those

alarmed about the political threat posed by unassimilated foreigners.

Thus, for Secretary Davis, Americanization was fundamentally linked

to the political threat posed by aliens hostile to American values and

government:

I listened at Detroit to an argument presented for a Russian who was be-

ing held for deportation. He had been found guilty of distributing Com-
munistic literature, etc., and they pleaded for him that he might remain

in America. He had been here for eleven years and couldn’t speak or un-

derstand the English language. He had not applied for citizenship and

knew nothing whatever about our country, its institutions, or method of

government. He had been brought up in Russia and taught to overthrow

the Czar, and coming here he had that only in his mind—the overthrow

of government. If he had been educated so that he could have known of
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his rights, privileges and duties under our form of government no doubt

he would have become a good citizen.*®*^

Secretary Davis received many letters advocating the mandatory

registration and education of aliens, which he copied to the chair-

men of the House and the Senate Immigration Committees J®’ Davis

(a foreign-born but naturalized American’®^—thereby an illustration

of how quickly some naturalized citizens learned to distance them-

selves from succeeding immigrants) himself advocated such legisla-

tion, and in November 1921, his letter on this theme to Congress-

man Albert Johnson, chair of the House Immigration Committee, was

widely circulated and commented on in newspapers. As Davis ex-

plained, “I am a foreign born citizen myself and have studied the

problem of Americanization and proper education of these people. In

my estimation the thing to do with all aliens is to register them and to

see that they get the proper training under governmental supervision,

which will fit them for the kind of citizens necessary to the welfare of

the country. To the Patriotic Sons of America, Davis remarked that

“it makes me boil at times to hear of so many men who have been in

this country from sixteen to twenty years and who have not even

asked for their declaration papers and have no intention of becoming

American citizens and have no desire to learn anything of American

history and do not care anything about America at all. They have no

American education or American ideals” (and see table 4.1). Thus,

after the First World War, as Barrett notes, the “Americanization cam-

paign took on a distinctly nativist cast and a patriotic frenzy.

Davis wanted registration of aliens, an expansion of Americaniza-

tion education, and a fee levied on registered aliens: “ITJhere is need

for the proper education for citizenship of the millions of aliens now
with us and the hundreds of thousands being yearly admitted to this

country. To accomplish this the scope of the work of the present Bu-

reau of Naturalization should be enlarged by providing a uniform

registration of all aliens and a complete system of directing their edu-

cation along lines which will make for Americanization.”’^^ Again

Davis stressed the connection between the acquisition of language

and political beliefs: “|T]he majority of our troubles from Red and

anarchist activities are caused by lack of knowledge. Every citizen

should know the language of the nation to which he owes allegiance.

To speak our language, to know our institutions, and the principles
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Table 4.1 Percentage of Naturalized and Unnaturalized Immigrants, 1920

Country of Origin Naturalized (%) Unnaturalized (%)

Luxembourg 75.4 26.6

Wales 74.4 25.6

Germany 73.6 26.4

Denmark 70.5 29.5

Sweden 70.0 29.5

Norway 68.2 31.8

Ireland 66.1 33.9

England 65.4 34.6

Scotland 62.9 37.1

Canada 61.7 38.8

Greece 17.4 82.6

Bulgaria 11.7 88.3

Spain 10.7 89.3

Albania 7.3 92.7

Mexico 5.5 94.5

Source: Derived from letter from Secretary of Labor James Davis to Senator Samuel

Shortridge, May 4, 1922, pp. 1 1-12, in NA RG 174 Records of the Department of

Labor, General Records, 1907-1942, Chief Clerk’s Files, 163/127A-163/127D, Box 165,

Folder: 163/127A Americanization, Sundry Files, 1922.

and ideals for which they stand, and to learn to love them—these

alone constitute Americanization.” He added that “little attention is

paid to the education of aliens for citizenship—the greatest vocation

and duty of every man!”^®^ Of his aims, only the Americanization

measure was acted on. Anticipating future arrangements, Davis urged

the federal government to lead the Americanization drive, directing,

instead of merely cooperating with, local patriotic and civic organiza-

tions. He argued that mandatory registration and Americanization

would give the melting pot a new lease on life: such measures were

“specifically designed,” Davis maintained, “to encourage the alien,

increase his respect of American institutions, uphold American ideals

of tolerance, equality, human kindness and the spirit of cooperation,

thus making more efficient our famous ‘melting pot.’”’*^^ Many immi-

grant groups took the contrary view, however, seeing compulsion and

Americanization as fetters on the melting pot.

Davis was keen on using singing as a medium to build patriotism.

The labor secretary’s expectations were nothing but high:
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I can picture to myself the great army of foreign born handed to-

gether through the enrollment system as one great fraternal organization

working toward the commendable end of fostering better citizenship

and greater respect for American institutions, and in this work of Ameri-

canization there is a part for every American citizen individually and

through the organizations of the church, fraternal, civic and patriotic so-

cieties ... All have a duty and a privilege in spreading the gospel of truth

about America and its institutions to counteract the radical propaganda

of the few who dispense seeds of anarchism and of hate for selfish pur-

pose of their own.*^^'^

This vision is not without modern imitators.

Davis did not take kindly to critics of his Americanization enthusi-

asms, dismissing a correspondent from the Americanization depart-

ment in Connecticut: “[WJe are all agreed that citizenship is a matter

of the growth of a desire to be created in the breast of the foreigners

and that it cannot be forced. It must come from the heart. But why ob-

ject to the enrollment for training to help create that desire? You regis-

ter to vote, and I have to go to Pittsburgh from Washington and pay

to register for the privilege of exercising the franchise. What more

harm would it do for the good alien to have to register?” And of

the Union of American Hebrew Congregations, the labor secretary

plainly despaired: “it is hard for me to comprehend that any one of

the racial groups in the United States should so vehemently oppose

a program of assimilation, least of all a race which has received so

much at the hands of this nation which has become great through the

strength of united peoples. In his prolix reply, Davis challenged the

union about its attitudes to Asian immigrants, in a passage that illus-

trates pellucidly how Anglo-Saxon and white this leading American-

ization advocate’s conception of Americanism was:

[A]re the American people to understand that the Union of American

Hebrew Congregations does not believe in the exclusion of Orientals?

Your Resolution clearly indicates that you would throw down the bars

and admit the Chinese and other Eastern races indiscriminately, for you

condemn its operation. It is not only evident to truly American peoples

but even to these Orientals themselves that they will never become as-

similated into a united American Republic. They are not of us. Their

economic and moral standards are those of a thousand years ago. They

live to themselves today where permitted to do so, as a nation within a

nation. And now the Union of American Hebrew Congregations comes
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out openly against those who advocate the compulsory education of

alien people in America in the English language, the traditions of our

country, and the ideals for which we standd*^

Davis’s aims were effected through the Naturalization Bureau. Its

commissioner, Raymond Crist, explained his bureau’s work: “this Bu-

reau has, for about four years, carried on an increasingly wider-ex-

tending work with the public schools throughout the United States, to

the end that the foreign population may be assimilated and ideals and

loyalty to this Government developed within them.” This work was

undertaken in cooperation with public schools in 2,000 communities

whose instructors the bureau had prepared: “the Bureau has pub-

lished an outline course in citizenship instruction, which is being used

extensively by the public school teachers in the citizenship classes

which have been organized at the instance of the Bureau of Natural-

ization in these communities.” Congress had authorized the bureau

to give textbooks to every foreigner aged over eighteen who was at-

tending citizenship classes. It was an opportunity that the Bureau of

Naturalization was ready to seize:

[T]he Bureau has consistently held to the thought that it should not

undertake a proselytizing campaign for the purpose of inducing aliens

to take the step towards citizenship. While holding to the ideal, it is al-

ways confronted with the stern reality of the necessity for lending its

support and stimulating to the highest activities those State organiza-

tions whose natural responsibility it is to see to it that the loyalty of the

community is raised to the highest. In this work it believes it to be the es-

sential and prime duty of such State organizations that they set into mo-
tion influences which will arouse and stimulate, if not kindle, the fire of

patriotism in the minds of the aliens who are ready to devote themselves

and dedicate themselves to this Nation and in particular during this try-

ing period of its existence.

Crist continued with a dramatic statement about the problems facing

the United States:

[Ajll of our fundamental principles of Government are at stake. We can-

not hazard them hy being bound by too fine-spun ideals. This is a practi-

cal question that is before the entire Nation, and the Bureau of Natural-

ization appeals to your organization ... to address yourselves to this

burning question: Shall the aliens in y mr community remain in igno-

rance of American ideals? Shall they remain without the ability to speak

our common tongue? Shall they continue to he estranged, or shall they
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be won over and led to the final goal which is theirs individually as well

as collectively, the goal of American citizenship? To this there is hut one

answer.'’"^

This answer was presumably in the affirmative.

A conference on Americanization was convened in Washington by

Secretary of the Interior Franklin Lane in conjunction with the De-

partment of Labor* and the Council of National Defense in April

1918. Attended by representatives of every state, its sessions were

dominated by denunciations of the foreign language press for “disloy-

alty” and the use of “enemy tongues” in schools.**^ Secretary Lane

defined the conference’s purpose as one of devising “ways and means

by which the nation, states and local committees may co-operate to

win the unqualified allegiance and full and effective support of per-

sons of foreign birth residing in the United States, in our efforts in be-

half of democracy, freedom, and a higher civilization.”**^ A further

conference on methods of Americanization dealt with such subjects as

the best methods of teaching English, training teachers for American-

ization, securing cooperation with “national and local racial organi-

zations,” influencing the foreign language press, and naturalization of

aliens.**** Similar events were held in the states.**^ In 1920 an “Ameri-

canization Exposition” was held in New York City by a coalition of

Americanization committees and organizations. Its chairman wrote

that “thoughtful Americans have come to realize that something con-

structive should be done to arouse the people to the consciousness of

their Americanism and their responsibilities.”*^** At the suggestion of

the Massachusetts-based American School Citizenship League, the

Bureau of Education organized a conference on citizenship and Amer-

icanization, with sessions arranged into topics such as “the teaching

of history as a factor in Americanization” and “Americanizing Ameri-

cans.”*^* Its principal focus was on the teaching of history “in this

critical period in our nation. ”*^^ The American School Citizenship

League created a History Committee to examine how history should

be taught in schools so as better to enhance citizenship; the committee

issued a report*’^ and a set of books. A sixteen-day “All-American Ex-

position” was held in September 1919, with plenty of input from citi-

zens of foreign birth or parentage.*^'*

By the 1920s, failure to naturalize or to seek naturalization status

was often taken as evidence of an unwillingness to ht into American
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society or to accept its values.'-^ By this decade, the humanitarian

efforts of early Americanizers associated with settlement movement

leaders such as Jane Addams, in cities like Chicago, Philadelphia, and

New York, were judged wanting by the proselytizers who considered

most of the new immigrants unassimilable except through a process

of explicit and highly directive Americanization. Whereas settle-

ment Americanizers “attributed the alleged inferiority of Eastern and

Southern Europeans, not to inherent racial differences, but to cultural

background,” their post-1918 successors, leaning on pseudo-

scientific arguments, harbored few doubts about the newcomers’ “ra-

cial” inferiority. The new generation of Americanizers was also

mostly uninterested in how the new immigrants’ values and cultures

could enrich or reshape U.S. identity, instead wanting to mold the new

arrivals into a preexisting Americanism. In modern parlance, it was a

“one-way,” not a “two-way,” street. This view is conveyed by Fred

Butler, director of the Americanization Division at the Bureau of Edu-

cation: “[AJs I conceive the subject of Americanization, it is a problem

essentially of fitting every person within the boundaries of America,

men and women, to fulfill their duties as American citizens. It is essen-

tially a process of citizenship training rather than a process of getting

hold of a certain group of foreign born people and making them

sufficiently American so that they will not be a danger to it. We are

not inspired by a danger of a menace against which we must guard

ourselves, but we are inspired by the vision of that America which will

come when every American citizen is as competent as a considerable

percentage of our citizens now are.”*’^ Somewhat contradictorily,

Butler worried about Americanization’s becoming a limiting process

by pressing too uniform or too conformist a conception of American-

ism, a fairly obvious danger of his division’s work: “one of the things

that is most essential in this Americanization movement is so to con-

trol and direct it that instead of setting the minds of the people, it will

make the people intelligent on what the ideas of American people are

now and what the ideas have been, and will fit the people to go on

growing into a nobler and finer type of democracy ... if Americaniza-

tion is sanely conceived and intelligently directed, it should promote

rather than retard the development of the genius of America.” In

terms of achieving this aim, Butler declared that “there is only one

way to Americanize,” which was to be done “through surrounding

our people with an environment in which any one of them and every
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one of them will by their contact with American life learn, imbibe and

assimilate the essential principles of Americanism.

These Americanization steps were integrated increasingly with

“citizenship training. In 1923, President Warren Harding estab-

lished the Federal Council on Citizenship Training, which was

charged with designing ways in which federal government depart-

ments and agencies could foster and direct more effective citizen-

ship training. The council formulated a community score card, with

which local communities were urged to grade themselves on five crite-

ria (mental development, health, vocational development, patriotism,

and moral development) to measure relatively their success in making

good American citizens.'^’ Dimension four—patriotic development

—

concerned levels of Americanism among immigrants: “[PJatriotic atti-

tude applies to both the foreign born and the natural born citizen, and

is comprehended generally in the term ‘Americanization.’ It includes

the imparting of an understanding of the Constitution of the United

States, civics in its general sense, the English language, American his-

tory, American ideals and customs.”^'*- The focus of this drive was

again, in part, immigrants whose commitment to the United States

was considered wanting: that is, “all of those unassimilated elements

in the empire of heterogeneous citizenship who adhere to customs

and traditions which are not in conformity with American standards.

These include the little Italys, Russias, Polands, Chinas, and other na-

tionalities existing particularly in our large industrial centers, and

other isolated classes.

Americanization beyond Washington, D.C.

Americanization was promoted by organizations such as the Young

Men’s Christian Association (YMCA), whose local branches had des-

ignated Americanization secretaries,^ the League of Women Voters’

local organizations, the Kiwanis Clubs, and Chambers of Commerce.

“Americanism” was one of the American Legion’s principal activities,

undertaken by its National Americanism Commission. Its exhaustive

work consisted in “endeavoring to make America a better America.”

This task was defined as attempting

to educate the alien for citizenship, and the citizen for better citizenship;

to require the English language as the only medium of instruction in ele-

mentary and high schools, both public and private; to require the teach-
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ing of American history and civil government in these schools; to devote

a certain period of time each day to patriotic exercises; to fly the Ameri-

can flag over all schools; to cooperate with educators and raise the stan-

dard of education; to combat anti-American activities; to create better

legislation for immigration; to add solemnity to naturalization; to coop-

erate with patriotic organizations; to restrict voting to citizens onlyd^^

The commission recorded successes in getting state governments to

pass laws implementing these aims. For instance, in respect to English

as the required medium of instruction in schools, the legion’s “Ameri-

canism Commission” claimed successes in twenty-five states. The

opposition expressed by the commission contributed to the defeat of a

bill in Indiana that would have permitted the German language to be

taught in private or parochial elementary schools.*^' The National

Americanism Commission’s specially prepared “charts of American-

ism” were placed in 120,000 schools with the aim that this charter

would “eventually be a medium of instruction” about the “underly-

ing principles” of American values. The commission lobbied

Congress for immigration restriction, illustrating how restrictive leg-

islation and Americanization converged. The legion was joined by

many other voluntary and government organizations in the Ameri-

canization drive. For instance, the Oregon State Federation of

Women’s Clubs, whose chairwoman was a member of the State Amer-

icanization Committee, set up classes in English and in citizenship in

two counties in Oregon. The commissioner of naturalization, Ray-

mond Crist, readily acceded to a request for textbooks and enthusias-

tically supported the initiative: “I wish to congratulate you upon the

fine spirit which is evidenced by this action toward providing facilities

for the education of applicants for naturalization and other foreign

speaking persons who wish to learn to read and write English.

In August 1921 the Governor of Oregon established a voluntary

committee “for the purpose of developing a state wide plan of Ameri-

canization.” Governor Olcott explained the purpose of the commit-

tee: “‘it is important that every illiterate in America who has the privi-

lege of voting be taught to read and write. Further, it is important

that he know the underlying principles of our government and to

come into full comprehension of our national ideals.’” In March
1919 the State Federation of Pennsylvania Women devoted an issue of

its monthly journal The Messenger, to Americanization. The federa-

tion advocated a more sophisticated understanding of Americaniza-
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tion than that implied by a melting pot: “substitute for the figure of

the Melting Pot, which implies a fusion and blending by fire whereby

elements change and lose their identity, a figure which will suggest the

assembling or building into one harmonious structure many parts

which have not entirely changed their characteristics, but which are

distinguished by a native florescence here, an austerity there, laid

upon the broad, deep foundation of real democracy and true freedom,

and you express more nearly the ideal of Americanization.”'*^^ The

federation identified the twenty-two ways in which the federation be-

lieved that Americanizers should proceed. Like the federation, the

National War Work Council of the American YMCA offered its ser-

vices in the Americanization drive.

The American Legion concentrated its efforts on education, the

“keynote of Americanism,” and for which knowledge of the English

language was “essential.” Like comparable nativist organizations,

it was alarmed that 25 percent of recruits in the U.S. Armed Forces

could not read English, judging that inability to be a “dangerous men-

ace to the nation’s welfare. Hence, the legion’s Americanism Com-
mission became determined to make English an obligatory language

in state schools and expressed anxiety about those states lacking such

a requirement. It also wanted to strengthen the English competence

precondition for naturalization (a demand that would also weaken

the multiethnic bases of labor organization).'**^ “Patriotic education”

necessitated general use of English. The commission wanted to catch

Americans early and to inculcate national values: “[I]n education for

citizenship, thorough training in the fundamentals should be empha-

sized. Ideals of service and cooperation for the common good should

be developed particularly in the children . . . Civic playgrounds under

proper directors arc an exceedingly effective means of developing

these ideals and educating children for citizenship.”'**^ Americanism

was intimately linked to excising its opposite, radical, or un-American

activities: in respect to schools, the commission recommended that

the teaching of “disloyalty in any schoolroom” be made an offense.

The commission deployed a range of media to endorse the American-

ism message, including newspaper advertisements, billboards, mov-

ies, and specially prepared textbooks. Another organization in the

Americanization movement was the North American Civic League

for Immigrants (in which the ubiquitous reformer Frances Kellor was

active'**''). The league was a voluntary body, supporting “the promo-
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rion of helpful legislation, the positive works required to protect

the immigrant, and the teaching of the English language. Its New
York-New Jersey Committee was especially active, seeking “to whip

up and sustain an interest in the immigrant and the need for his rapid

assimilation.

For the most ardent activists, Americanization was fundamentally

about defining membership of the United States and of American

life. It implied transcending immigrant diversity through assimilation

into a uniform conception of national identity. Thus, the American-

ization Bulletin spoke of measures to “‘bring all races together.’”

This intermixing meant breaking up the ethnic communities into

which many immigrants settled, a point made by the magazine Out-

look: “the absence of intelligent methods of distribution has led to the

practical segregation of great numbers of new comers into localities

which are almost as definite in boundary as the old pales in medieval

cities.” The consequences of such poor planning were catastrophic:

“[Wjith a lack of foresight which has been criminal in its stupidity we
have brought in small armies of men and women ignorant of our lan-

guage, laws, and habits, planted them in isolated colonies, done little

or nothing to show them how to be Americans, left them to the lead-

ership of agitators, and then, when they have become turbulent and

lawless, have accused them of violating the hospitality of the Na-

tion . . . They have been worked; they have not been American-

izedA" A study of immigrant neighborhoods, which was funded by

the Carnegie Corporation in 1920, referred to them as “urban colo-

nies,”

a

common description echoing that of the Dillingham Com-
mission.

Occasionally voices were raised about the dangers of too heavy-

handed an approach to foreign-born residents. For instance, one

Americanizer in New Haven warned from his “work” with immi-

grants that “the contact the alien has with officialism as represented

by government agencies often chills him and gives him a distinct dis-

like and suspicion of such agencies”;'^^ he was also skeptical about

charging fees for instruction.

Un-American Language and Newspapers

Fanguage was a central concern for Americanizers, the more intense

of whom were deeply suspicious of non-English-speakers and publi-
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cations. Secretary of Labor James Davis accused the foreign papers of

“misinformation,” saying that “one foreign language paper recently

carried an editorial criticizing the contemplated [immigration] legisla-

tion which we are discussing as tending to make the alien discour-

aged, disgruntled and inimical to America and its institutions.”’^^ The

Hundred Percent American committee declared the foreign language

press to be “America’s Greatest Menace” and urged Congress to enact

“without delay a law prohibiting the publication of any newspaper

within the United States which is not printed in EnglishT'^^ Newspa-

pers in non-English languages still enjoyed wide circulation after the

First World War, as Table 4.2 shows. The table gives a broad overview

of the circulation of foreign language papers. In terms of aggregate

numbers of such papers, however, the figures in Table 4.3 are remark-

able. Americanizers were not averse to using foreign newspapers to

Table 4.2 Circulation of Largest Foreign-Language Newspapers, 1920

Language Circulation

Italian

Dailies

Progresso Italo-Atnericano 108,137

Bollettifio della Sera 60,000

German
Weeklies and Monthlies

Frei Press 121,749

Deutsch-Amerikanischer Farmer 121,712

Westlicher Herold 58,000

Deutsche Fiausfrau 50,000

Swedish Svenska Arnericanaren 62,282

Norwegian-Danish Kvinden og Hjemmet 52,083

Polish Zgoda 125,000

Ameryka-Echo 100,000

Guiazda Polarna 89,785

Narod Polski 80,000

Spanish Pictorial Review (Spanish ed.) 125,000

Yiddish

Dailies in New' York only

Forward 143,716

Day-Warheit 78,901

Morning Journal 75,861

Daily News 57,784

Source: Derived from R. E. Park, Americanization Studies: The Immigrant Press and

Its Control (New York: Harper & Brothers Publishers, 1922), pp. 91-92.
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Table 4.3 Number of Papers in Foreign Languages in the United States,

1884-1920

1884 1890 1895 1900 1905 1910 1915 1920

Albanian 4

Arabic 1 2 2 3 11 8

Armenian 1 1 2 5 6 9

Belgian-Flemish 3

Bohemian 12 23 32 44 43 51 55 51

Bulgarian 1 1 1

Chinese 2 2 3 5 6 7 7

Croatian 3 2 8 16 9

Finnish 5 4 8 11 15 18 22

French 46 44 49 49 41 34 45 46

German 621 735 789 750 702 634 533 276

Greek 1 1 1 8 10 15

Hebrew/Yiddish 7 16 16 18 21 38 39

Hollandish 11 14 19 18 17 21 19 13

Hungarian 1 4 3 5 7 12 21 27
Italian 7 11 17 35 57 73 96 98

Japanese 1 5 9 16 15

Lettish 4 2

Lithuanian 1 4 6 8 11 18 16

Persian 1

Polish 3 15 24 39 44 51 68 76

Portuguese 3 4 6 8 12 18

Romanian 2 2 4

Russian 1 3 2 3 4 8 11

Scandinavian 53 96 137 127 134 139 134 111

Serbian 1 1 1 9 7

Slovak 9 16 19 28
Slovenian 6 7 4 7 10 14

Spanish 35 49 60 39 52 55 73 100
Ukranian 1 7 10

Welsh 5 5 5 3 2 2 2 2

Total 794 1,028 1,176 1,163 1,176 1,198 1,264 1,052

Total less German 173 278 387 413 474 564 731 776

Source: Derived from R. E. Park, Americanization Studies: The Immigrant Press and
Its Control (New York: Harper & Brothers Publishers, 1922), p. 318.

place pro-American stories. Thus, James Davis proposed exploiting

foreign newspapers to foster an interest in Americanization: “my idea

is that we should run Americanization articles in the foreign language

press and, along side of them, the English translation. Similar ini-

tiatives were undertaken by the National Americanization Committee
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and Bureau of Education, whose “racial advisers” established exten-

sive contacts with representatives of nationality organizations, hold-

ing conferences with them in Washington, D.C., or New York City

and lobbying editors of foreign newspapers to take articles for their

papers.’-'’^

Among local education agencies, evening classes flourished. Such

initiatives were not simply benign. Many were prompted by hostility

toward non-English-speaking immigrants, a pressure recognized by

Edward Hartmann (and summarized in Table 4.4): “the years 1919-

20 witnessed the passage of a good deal of state legislation in sup-

port of Americanization,” often at the urging of the U.S. Bureau of

Education’s Americanization Division. He concludes that “there can

be no doubt, however, that many states passed such legislation as

a consequence of the wave of hysteria that swept the nation dur-

ing this period resulting from the actions of the Department of Justice

in conducting its crusade against the alien radical.” This intensified

hostility to, and suspicion of, the immigrant, which was manifest

in post-1918 American politics, fed directly into the Johnson-Reed

Act of 1924 and into the national origins framework established in

1929.

In the early 1920s, a host of states—including Connecticut, Dela-

ware, Illinois, Maine, Massachusetts, New Jersey, New Hampshire,

Rhode Island, Arizona, Utah, Oregon, and California—passed legis-

lation creating either special divisions of Americanization or Ameri-

canization programs, administered by local education departments.

The American Legion played a significant role in lobbying for state

laws requiring the teaching of American history and civil goveri>

ment.^^* Other groups set up public programs in citizenship educa-

tion. Such measures contributed to the atmosphere in which the 1921

immigration restrictions were passed, an initiative that naturally

weakened the case for ardent and regulated Americanization, since

fewer immigrants were admitted and those arriving, by satisfying na-

tional quotas, were supposed to be more carefully selected. These

measures also fostered the nastier sides of American “nativism” and

hostility toward immigrants, epitomized, for instance, in the revival

of the Ku Klux Klan during the 1 920s.

In general, the postwar years were distinguished by a fulsome com-

mitment to the systematic Americanization of old and new immi-

grants alike, principally through the public school system. By 1922

one scholar could write that “there is not the shadow of a doubt but
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Table 4.4 State-Level Americanization Laws, 1921

States That Had Implemented Laws Requiring:

English as a Medium
of Instruction in

All Schools

Instruction in American

History and Civil

Government

American Flag on

Schoolhouses

Patriotic

Exercises

in Schools

Alabama Alabama Arizona Connecticut

California California California Florida

Connecticut Connecticut Connecticut Kansas

Delaware Delaware Delaware Maine

Idaho Florida Florida Maryland

Illinois Georgia Illinois Minnesota

Indiana Idaho Indiana New Jersey

Iowa Illinois Iowa New York

Kansas Indiana Kansas South Dakota

Kentucky Kansas Maine Texas

Maine Kentucky Maryland Washington

Massachusetts Maine Massachusetts

Michigan Maryland Michigan

Minnesota Massachusetts Minnesota

Missouri Michigan Mississippi

Nebraska Minnesota Montana
Nevada Missouri Nebraska

New Hampshire Montana Nevada
New Mexico Nebraska New Hampshire
Ohio Nevada New Jersey

Oklahoma New Hampshire New Mexico
Oregon New Jersey New York

Rhode Island New Mexico Ohio
South Dakota New York Oklahoma
Virginia North Carolina

North Dakota

Ohio

Oklahoma
Oregon

Pennsylvania

Vermont

Wyoming

Oregon

Pennsylvania

Rhode Island

South Dakota

Tennessee

Texas

Vermont

Virginia

Washington

West Virginia

Wyoming

Source: Derived from Report of National Americanism Commission— 1920-1921, pp. 24-25. In

NA RG 233 Records of the US House of Representatives, Committee Papers, Committee on the

judiciary, HR67A-F24.1, Box 404.
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that Americanization is the favorite pastime of America to-day. From
every section of the country, from great cities, and from towns so

small that their alien population is limited to one family, come reports

of Americanization activities. Fears of political extremists rein-

forced this development. In this context, Americanization was a nar-

rowing activity. It was not until the 1960s that Kallen’s sort of “cul-

tural pluralism” found a responsive audience, by which time even he

had dropped it.

Varieties of Americanization

Unquestionably the principal thrust of Americanization during the

war and post-1918 years was a national campaign to Americanize

non-English-speaking immigrants from eastern and southern Europe.

Inevitably such an initiative had unanticipated effects, both directly

for those affected and indirectly for those considered to lie beyond the

assimilability implied in the Americanization program. Three such

forms are examined in this section.

Cultural Pluralism

There were other voices in the public debates of the 1920s, which

were less dismissive of the diversity bequeathed by the United States’s

immigrants and skeptical about the long-term benefits of Americaniz-

ing new arrivals. These voices included the arguments of John Dewey
and Horace Kallen, advocates of the need to recognize the multiple

cultures in the United States, and respectful of their intrinsic value.

Such writers argued that if there was a “genuine” or “typical” Ameri-

can, he or she was a composite of different traditions, and that few

Americans could not claim to be of the “hyphenated” type. Unlike

contemporary multiculturalist debates, African Americans were not

included by such cultural pluralists.

Some writers at the time expressed qualms about the degree of in-

tervention implied by Americanization. Reflecting on the wartime

Americanization propaganda, a community leader in Pittsburgh,

Charles Cooper, advocated dropping the term itself: “Americaniza-

tion savors too much of denationalization. Many races have resisted

for centuries, and resisted successfully, every effort at denationaliza-

tion.” Consequently, “the term, Americanization, seems to me to be

freighted down with the mistakes of the old world. Its elimination is a
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matter of wisdom.”*^'* Cooper proposed substituting it with the word

“adoption” (notably a term employed by the 1997 Commission on

Immigration Reform). This was a minority view. This attention to the

individual was combined with a somewhat contradictory emphasis on

community values and voluntary associational life.

An organization such as the United Neighborhood Houses of New
York saw in Americanization an opportunity to instill defined values

among immigrants, advocating that a “special system of instruction

should be devised by which American ideals and customs should be

taught in connection with classes in English. Other studies were

more sympathetic to values institutionalized in immigrant communi-

ties. One study of immigrant neighborhoods stressed the importance

of locally based activities and organizations (such as benefit societies)

that acted as media of Americanization: “the colony is thus a neigh-

borhood in the truest and most human sense of the term, whose func-

tion is to serve as the normal medium for the immigrant’s induction

into the life of America.” Aside from informal activities, immigrant

organizations such as benefit societies or mutual insurance coopera-

tives had an Americanizing effect, according to John Daniels, who
studied them: “these mutual insurance societies, though patterned

after European models, represent co-operative initiative on the part

of immigrants in meeting a serious problem which confronts them

as soon as they reach America—namely, the possibility of calamity

through the sickness or death of the wage earner.” A case study of

Lithuanians in the United States confirmed some of these patterns.

Voluntary institutions were established because immigrant Lithuani-

ans “were oppressed by the exploitation of private stores;” over

time these came to be means of setting up economic organizations

that helped Americanize these immigrants. Similar themes were em-

phasized by Allen Burns, director of the Carnegie Corporation study

of methods of Americanization. Burns argued that spontaneous coop-

erative and voluntary arrangements characterized many immigrant

communities and constituted a medium of socialization into Ameri-

can ideals: “the fundamental principles of Americanization are part-

nership and co-operation, and the immigrant is so thoroughly Ameri-

can that unless these principles of Americanism are observed, he will

have nothing to do with the finest and most modern plans for his wel-

fare.” Burns cited athletic organization as presenting the “most com-

plete Americanization,” because the Amateur Athletic Union brought
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together immigrant athletic associations with existing American ones:

“the result has been that all these immigrant athletic associations have

become Americanized not because they had something handed out to

them, but because they were asked to become partners with Ameri-

cans in determining what the American standard of athletics should

be.” 168 This acknowledgment of community and local diversity was

uncommon, however.

The National Americanization Committee also focused on the

neighborhood, with Americanizing activities designed “to deal with

homes and individuals, their conveniences and necessities, and related

to living conditions, housing, protection, personal service by friendly

visiting and breaking down the barriers between classes and races.

Frances Kellor produced a pamphlet about “neighborhood American-

ization,” the emphasis of which was on inculcation of Americanism

among immigrants, with particular concern about the presence of

“alien enemy activity” in immigrant communities. This latter concern

defined the task: “Americanization is two-fold and is interwoven, and

inseparable. It is the Americanization of the alien in a new country

and the Americanization of Americans in their own countrv. This has

pitilessly revealed the fact that we need both.”’'^^ This pluralist ap-

proach was rarely reflected in national efforts.

Organic Americanization

John Daniels, in his 1920 volume for the Carnegie Corporation

Americanization Studies series, characterized local cooperative ar-

rangements as aspects of Americanization (mostly unacknowledged)

because of the values they embodied: “[S]uch societies constitute

the immigrant’s first organized constructive contribution to America.

Through them he relieves America of such public or private outlay on

his account as would otherwise ensue, and at the same time expresses

and further develops a quality which is regarded as fundamental in

Americanism—the quality of thriftiness and self-help.”'^' Most urban

colonies had numerous such societies, with an average membership of

125, though some were much smaller. These organizations would

later be thought of as sources of social capital, of the sort that the po-

litical scientist Robert Putnam has celebrated.*^’

Daniels stressed the importance of such community-based and eth-

nic-based organizations—which ranged from benefit societies to the

church; foreign-language schools; libraries; and athletic, gymnastic.
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singing, and dramatic societies—as expressions of a “distinctly cul-

tural character” of immigrant groups that, paradoxically, fostered

Americanization: “the popular notion of ‘Americanization,’ when it

recognizes at all the self-Americanizing activities of the immigrants,

sees little value in their cultural societies, regarding them as obstacles

in the way of assimilation.”'^^ However, Daniels rejected this latter

characterization, instead maintaining that these locally based “na-

tionalistic associations” constituted a form of “organic self-Ameri-

canization on the part of the immigrant himself.” Daniels summa-

rized this important and overlooked process:

[T]he natural inclination of the immigrant is to relate himself to Ameri-

can life, . . . this natural process of Americanization affects the individ-

ual immigrant largely through his colony group. Instead of breaking

away from racial heritages and lines of association, attempting to don

immediately a complete new outfit of things “made in America,” and

live among and associate with native Americans, immigrants of each

race generally settle in compact colony neighborhoods, cohere closely

among themselves, and form their own associations and organizations.

Thus they get their bearings, build up collective morale and resources,

and eventually identify themselves with the surrounding American com-

munity.'^-^

Daniels concluded his detailed study by stressing how immigrants’

activities directly contributed to Americanization, and he recom-

mended that government Americanizing measures complement these

community initiatives.

His approach is one that both views Americanization as an impor-

tant process for social integration and promotes the commonly ne-

glected contribution of immigrants’ own organizations and social

events to this achievement. This is certainly a different view from that

of the commissioner of education who employed a “racial adviser”

to navigate his way through the numerous European immigrant

goups.'^^

Given the bile to which immigrants were subject by the most ardent

Americanizers, especially those motivated by political or ideological

aims, Daniels’s study may well have appeared as one in which the

author “had gone native.” What is apparent is that his detailed inves-

tigation of ethnic neighborhoods impressed on Daniels the variety,

richness, and innovativeness of existing organizational efforts among
immigrants and the way that these activities themselves constituted a
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step toward Americanization, but one overlooked in national drives:

“Americanization ... is a process which begins as soon as participa-

tion in American life begins, which cannot be taught out of books or

otherwise injected or bestowed, and which takes place only through

and in pace with actual participation in community affairs. These

compelling conclusions were not generally shared, with many nine-

teenth-century writers condemning “race colonies. Ironically, as

Daniels notes, such immigrant activities simply repeated a historical

process of Americanization: “the immigrant colonists of to-day orga-

nize to meet the problems which confront them in their new world in

virtually the same way that the New England Colonists organized to

meet the New World problems of their day.”*"'^ The tenacity of ethnic

or group loyalties in the US—manifest from the 1960s—supports the

importance of Daniel’s findings.

Complementing this analysis is the important research undertaken

by James Barrett about the grassroots or “bottom up” sources of

Americanization coincident with federal and voluntary drives. Barrett

places a particular emphasis on working-class labor dynamics, whose

organizers had to integrate different ethnic groups, normally speaking

their own language. He argues that immigrants in the 1910s and

1920s Americanized selectively through labor and community organi-

zations: unions, shop-floors, and parties “provided immigrants with

alternatives to the world view and the values advocated in programs

sponsored by employers and the government.” Consequently, the im-

migrants “absorbed alternative views from their own ethnic commu-
nities, from cosmopolitans of various sorts, and from an earlier gener-

ation of older immigrants and native-born workers.” These processes

empowered immigrants, Barrett argues, to construct “their own iden-

tities, embracing those perspectives and ideas that made sense to

them, rejecting those that seemed to be at odds with what they recog-

nized as reality. Although a partial process, it applied to many

white European immigrants.

Part of the Americanization movement consisted of a generous atti-

tude toward immigrants. One Bureau of Education memorandum, di-

rected at women Americanizers, warned against helpers who were

“merely seeking an outlet for your energies,” since the “foreign-

born are quick to sense and resent superciliousness and condescen-

sion.” The memorandum suggested a more egalitarian approach:

“[Njothing will Americanize so quickly as neighborliness, the friendly
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visit of one woman to another. Treat the foreign-born woman ex-

actly as though she were a native born newly moved into your neigh-

borhood and a splendid work can be done.”*^* Such subtleties, how-

ever, were lost in the 1920s, and the advice appears to have a rather

middle-class view of neighborhoods, out of place in the ethnic com-

munities into which immigrants entered in American cities. Further-

more, Americanization, as defined and practiced by government de-

partments, was premised exclusively on the principle of assimilation,

an absorption that identified lingering attachment to existing ethnic

values and communities as a tether on newcomers. Thus, a memoran-

dum prepared by the Americanization Division at the Bureau of Edu-

cation on “Making America” declared “that the process of assimila-

tion can be hurried, that these people can more quickly be given the

vision of the real America and find their place in it, is easily possible if

the community will intelligently plan to that end.” The same pam-

phlet objected to immigrants associating only with their own nation-

ality: “[T|he great body of the new people are not taken into the life of

their community. Too often they have settled in groups containing

only their own race. These groups have grown by the addition of oth-

ers of that race. The customs, the language, the dress of the old coun-

try have been retained. The isolation grows into solidarity. There the

new citizens live as foreign to the real America around them as they

were in their native land.”'^’ This memorandum urged tolerance to-

ward immigrants and cultivated the ambition of bringing immigrants’

standard of living to an American one.

African-Americans outside Americanization

For the most part, Americanizers turned a blind eye to the position of

African Americans in the United States and expressed no concern

about their education or denial of full citizenship. This incongruity

struck the first president of the NAACP, Moorfield Storey. Addressing

the association’s annual conference in 1921 in Detroit, Storey ob-

served that “the poorest and more ignorant foreigner, just natural-

ized, has the right to fill any office in the country save that of Presi-

dent, but the most highly educated native citizen in whose veins runs a

little colored blood cannot even vote. Ignorance and worthlessness do
not unfit a man for suffrage, but the slightest shade of color will.” Fie

added that “such a position cannot be defended.” Storey expatiated
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on the ambitions of the Ku Klux Klan to render the United States ‘“a

white man’s country’”:

[Wjhat a preposterous claim. Every country is a country of the people

who are born in it and who make it their home. It may become also the

country of foreign born persons who are allowed to become citizens, but

no portion of its people can claim that it belongs to them alone. Chris-

tians cannot say “This is our country and no Jews shall have rights

here.” Catholic cannot say “This must he a Catholic country.” Republi-

cans cannot say “This is a Republican country.” The Labor Unions can-

not say “This is Labor’s country and Capital shall have no vote.” No
body of white men can set at defiance our constitution and our laws and

say that only white men shall have the right to vote, shall have justice in

our courts, shall be protected by law in the

Speaking in Congress to oppose a scheme to exclude all “members of

the African or black race” as eligible for immigration, an Illinois Con-

gressman railed against the injustices facing African Americans in the

United States:

[N]o other race numbering 10,000,000 of the Nation’s population

would submit to the indignities that have been imposed upon these peo-

ple. Under this amendment citizens of America of African blood would

he excluded from the right to return to America’s shores. They have

lived here for 250 years. They did not come here of their own accord.

They have fought in every battle in which the Nation has been engaged.

They have given their life blood for the preservation of the Union;

they fought at New Orleans with General Jackson and in the Civil War
350,000 of these men volunteered that the Nation might he saved.

The ironic divergence between the intense Americanization of for-

eign-born aliens and the disregard of the native-born population on

occasions burst through to the surface in the post-1918 years.

Wheaton’s successor as Director of Americanization in the Bureau of

Education, Fred Butler, reflected directly on this discrepancy, conclud-

ing that “it becomes clear to me that there are some American born

who are not so clear upon the subject of citizenship as others; some of

our citizens are not so intelligent as the rest on their duties to the re-

public. He singled out African Americans as an instance of these

deficiencies, marshaling commonplace prejudices in his analysis:

“|W|e have millions of negroes who have practically no education

and who have not had an opportunity to participate in our political
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life. They lack schooling and they lack experience. They are children

in their mental and social development.”'*^^ Butler also pointed to ex-

amples of intense poverty among rural whites, though he did not den-

igrate their mental capacities: “we have all through the Appalachian

mountains many mountaineers of old English, Scotch or Irish descent,

the descendants of old pioneers, continuing there among the moun-

tains; people essentially sound in their religious and mental life, with

great native capacity but who need training and education to enable

them to fulfill their possibilities.” Overall, for Butler, the gap between

foreign-born aliens’ lack of Americanism and the inherent limits of

some native-born Americans was a cause for alarm: “[S]o we have

many people in America who are born on American soil who are not

able to perform their duties as citizens. These create as great a prob-

lem as the foreign-born—a problem in Americanization that we can-

not afford to overlook.

Butler’s analysis is revealing in two ways. First, it shows how the

Americanization process was principally focused on immigrants,

since his remarks are a rare instance of an Americanizer considering

other parts of the U.S. population. Second, his analysis illustrates the

exclusivity of assimilationist Americanization (what he calls the “as-

similation of the foreign-born and making Americans of them.”)'^^ It

is not surprising that Butler’s attention to the attribute “mental capac-

ity” echoes the eugenic arguments being aired before congressional

immigration committees. Yet Butler’s definition of Americanism as “a

very definite social philosophy” composed of core ideas
—

“such as

freedom of speech, of religion, and of the press, the right of the major-

ity to rule, full participation of the individual in government, and

personal freedom”'*^"—were palpably partially enjoyed in the United

States at the time he was writing. These ruminations implied an

agenda for Americanizers: “your task and mine is the improvement of

the defective education, industrial, and social environment in which

the negroes of the south and in some parts of the north, some of our

mountaineers and backwoodsmen, and a multitude of foreign-born

are living in America, that they may learn from a truly American envi-

ronment true Americanism.”'^' This is a pointedly top-down ap-

proach, in which Americanization is defined by a particular concep-

tion of those in need of it. Indeed, simply contrast part of a speech to

the NAACP’s annual conference in 1914, in which the speaker de-

scribed African Americans’ perception of their Americanism: “[N]o
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people in America have shown less prejudice and hatred against other

people because of their race than have the colored people. And, yet, of

all our mixed population, they have suffered keener anguish, have

had to face greater difficulties and are to-day of all others more cruelly

treated by our fellow countrymen because of this sinister and hateful

thing which is over us when we sleep, which walks with us in our

walking hours and so saddens the lives of all of us that our little chil-

dren prattle at their toys with a sigh in the heart . . . We are constantly

reminded by experience that race prejudice leaves secure no right.

Butler was striving to avoid too crude a version of Americanization

(even objecting to the word “Americanize” on the grounds that “it in-

volved an imputation that is often objectionable. It has been used so

often by those who assume a superiority in loyalty to America”). In

fact, the needs of the categories of citizens that Butler identified were

fairly basic and included particularly a proper education, or what he

defined as “training for the fulfillment of American citizenship.”*'^'*

But this is also a curiously innocent claim, which disregards the legal

and informal barriers to citizenship placed, for example, in the path

of African Americans. Such views come perilously close to blaming

Americans such as African Americans for lacking the “training” to be

citizens. For instance, at the time Butler was writing, many black

Southerners fell victim to Ivnchers everv vear.

Conclusion: The Ambivalent Triumph of Americanization

In the long run, Americanization was successful on its own terms, in

part because the number of new immigrants was severely curtailed af-

ter 1929. By the end of the Second World War, naturalization was the

normal choice of immigrants in the United States (and, by that date,

most of the barriers to naturalization that faced some groups had

been removed). In 1920, 47 percent of foreign-born persons were nat-

uralized, compared with 63 percent in 1940 and 74 percent in 1950.

In the twenty years before 1965, “over 2.15 million persons acquired

American citizenship.

Assisted incalculably by the First World War and the group animos-

ities that it fostered, the Americanization movement has unavoidablv

been seen, in retrospect, as promoting a particular version of Ameri-

can identity and not as one open to national or ethnic diversity. In

particular, the movement is charged with promoting an Anglocentric
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conception of the United States, a predictable strategy in the war-

time atmosphere, though consistent with the motives of Anglo-Saxon

Americanizers. Such a conception was, by definition, not inclusive of

all members of the polity, for instance, excluding African Americans,

Chinese- and Japanese-Americans, and some poor whites. The move-

ment also required new Americans to detach themselves from ethnic

groups, to sacrifice multiple allegiances in favor of a uniform national

identity.

The impact of Americanization was a downgrading of group loyal-

ties. Americanization was defined, at least implicitly, as the opposite

of ethnic loyalties: it placed individual commitment to the United

States above collective ethnic identities. Thus, the concern expressed

in the Dillingham Commission report about the tendency of new im-

migrants to live in ethnic ghettos or foreign colonies leads directly

into Americanization, as does the alleged “ignorance” and backward-

ness of immigrants who had therefore to be inculcated in American

practices and culture. Such a message was conveyed, in unabashed

terms, by Woodrow Wilson in speaking to new citizens: “[YJou can

not dedicate yourself to America unless you become in every respect

and with every purpose of your will thorough Americans. You can not

become thorough Americans if you think of yourselves in groups.

America does not consist of groups. A man who thinks of himself as

belonging to a particular national group in America has not yet

become an American, and the man who goes among you to trade

upon your nationality is no worthy son to live under the Stars and

Stripes. Wilson’s passage and its sentiments were widely cited in

official texts about Americanization.*^^ It was the “abstract, autono-

mous individual” whom Americanizers both praised and presented as

the ideal citizen.*^** A judge told newly naturalized citizens in 1922

that in taking the oath of allegiance, the petitioners were assumed to

“want to become a part and parcel of this great family of the nation;

|and| that in seeking the privileges incident to American citizenship

you expect to assume and respond to the burden. ”*^^ The cumulative

effect of this message in civics education, Americanization programs,

and official ceremonies was to delegitimate ethnic or group values.’*^®

These effects were part of a broader process, whereby Americaniza-

tion retained the distinction (also popularized by the Dillingham

Commission) between Americans descended from the original settlers

(expanded to include nineteenth-century immigrants)—whose values

were privileged in American national identity—and new immi-
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grants—whose foreign customs and values rendered the Americaniza-

tion process one of assimilation and acculturation with the dominant
identity. Americanization functioned, as Olneck notes, to confer

“prestige and authority on, and [to recognize) the authenticity of

those who were or who emulated, the native-born. Conformity

with these latter was expected of immigrants. This expectation was
stated explicitly by a political scientist, writing in 1906: “‘American-

ization’ is assimilation in the United States. It is the process by which

immigrants are transformed into Americans. It is not the mere adop-

tion of American citizenship, but the actual raising of the immigrant

to the American economic, social and moral standard of life.” The
writer, Grover Huebner, explained further: “[T]he American of today

is, therefore, not the American of yesterday. He is the result of the as-

similation of all the different nationalities of the United States which

have been united so as to think and act together.”^®’

Although its proponents considered Americanization equivalent to

assimilation, in the sense of the melting-pot model, this identity

was often less clear-cut in practice. Ethnic traditions were not aban-

doned.^®'* Their retention conflicted with de Crevecoeurian expecta-

tions of extensive ethnic mixing and diverse identity formation.

The melting pot myth’s persistence arises in part from the “organic”

Americanization process observable within such communities. But

again it is important to appreciate the omission of African Americans

from this Americanization debate. The post-1918 discussion of assim-

ilation elided and ignored the position of African Americans. It was

the assimilation of eastern and southern Europeans that exercised

the assimilationists in the 1910s and 1920s; African Americans, if

thought of at all, were considered unassimilable, despite their deep

ties to the United States. Not only did Americanization prove a mixed

process for those in targeted groups, but it heightened other inequali-

ties. Both features derive from the narrow conception of U.S. identity

on which Americanization was premised.

Fully to grasp both the impact of the Americanization movement

and its historical resonance in the recent debates about immigration

in the U.S. requires thinking about the position of immigrants and the

way they experienced Americanizing measures in the 1920s. Most mi-

grants arrive in their new country with a fundamental ambivalence:

that is, there are regretful emotions about leaving a homeland mixed

with apprehension and interest in the new country. These attitudes

make it unsurprising either that immigrants from similar nationalities
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comingle in the same neighborhoods or that these centers become at-

tractive points of destiny for new arrivals. Immigrants in the earlier

part of the twentieth century were neither engaged on an American

version of the classic European “grand tour” nor entering highly paid

professional positions with associated prestige, but in most cases, they

disembarked in a state of relative penury, often unfamiliar with the

language of the new country, and had as immediate priorities locating

accommodation and work. The experience of existing immigrants

was invaluable in meeting these priorities, and such integration into

a nationality-based neighborhood provided the basis—through self-

confidence, acquisition of English, and assistance with work—from

which a process of “organic Americanization” could occur, as it did

overwhelmingly; in this context, James Barrett’s identification of an

Americanization process occurring from the “bottom up” is valuable,

by which he means “the gradual acculturation of immigrants and

their socialization in working-class environments and contexts

—

the shop floor, the union, the radical political party. The urgency

of Americanizers and their assumption of the immigrant’s inferiority

gave the Americanization a harshness and political aim that probably

harmed assimilation, though the movement unquestionably hastened

the formal integration of many immigrants who might otherwise have

remained disengaged from U.S. life. This sharp edge of Americaniza-

tion should not be overlooked. Eor example, a keen Pennsylvanian

Americanizer described Americanization in brutal terms in 1921: “it

is proposed to knock 1,000,000 hyphens out of Pennsylvania.” This

statement left no room for a Kallenian cultural pluralist vision of U.S.

identity. The writer Herman Collins, director of publicity and educa-

tion in Pennsylvania’s Americanization program, continued: “[TJhere

is a new crusade to save in this State . . . One language and one coun-

try—the English language and the American flag for all native-born or

foreign-born who dwell within our borders!”’®^ This description of

Americanization conveys its general characteristics: an exclusive pro-

cess whose proponents wanted immigrants unequivocably to embrace

Americanism and American values. African Americans were largely

defined out of the dominant conception of Americanism in the 1910s

and 1920s: Americanizers held Americanization to be about assimi-

lating new arrivals into a white Anglo-American conception of U.S.

identity. They were complemented by eugenists’ definition of appo-

site immigrants and the “American race,” to which the next chap-

ter turns.



CHAPTER FIVE

“Frequent Shimmings of the Dross”:

Building an American Race?

Is there a distinct American “race” or people? Despite Horace

Kallen’s unequivocal warning in 1915 that “the ‘American race’ is a

totally unknown thing,” ^ this question nonetheless taxed policy-

makers and intellectuals from the turn of the century as immigration

achieved its greatest political salience. The question of identity was

of profound importance, since restrictionists increasingly presented

their arguments in terms of the incompatibility or unassimilability of

certain groups of immigrants with existing Americans. The ardent re-

strictionist Senator Henry Cabot Lodge warned against the new im-

migrants who were, he argued, “from races most alien to the body of

the American people and from the lowest and most illiterate classes

among those races. Throughout this discussion, the place of African

Americans was ignored, and since almost all the key policy-makers

presumed a “whites only” immigration policy, African Americans

were assumed to be unassimilable with the U. S. “people.” Retrospec-

tively, “white” is a problematic concept: plainly, Africans were not

welcome as immigrants, but neither were certain eastern and southern

Europeans, who, despite nominal whiteness, were considered unas-

similable. This intellectual climate was manifest at the time of the

Dillingham Commission, a point made in Rogers Smith’s character-

ization of the period: “overall, the design visible in education for citi-

zenship during the Progressive Era etched in miniature the broader

patterns of U. S. citizenship laws for these years”. In these decades
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“most policymakers believed that, in order for American civilization

to be preserved and advanced, the highest stations of U. S. intellec-

tual, economic, social and political life must, for the forseeable fu-

ture, be largely occupied by middle- and upper-class men of northern

European descent. Most blacks. Native Americans, Latinos, Asian-

Americans, immigrant working-class whites, and women were ex-

pected to be unfit for full and equal citizenship for generations to

come, at best.”^ Throughout the Dillingham Commission’s report, its

authors give attention to the position of African Americans in the

United States, with data about them included in several of its tables.

However, since the immigration debate was confined to a discussion

of migrants from European countries, discussion of African Ameri-

cans assumes a secondary interest to the commission’s authors. The

discussion is insufficiently detailed to give a complete picture of Afri-

can Americans in the United States.*^

What the debates of the 1920s permitted was a sharpening of the

dominance of the Anglo-Saxon group, presented in terms of a melt-

ing-pot assimilationist model. The ideology of assimilation was one

that anticipated individuals coming to the United States and shedding

their ethnic loyalties in favor of a general U. S. identity (a process rein-

forced by the campaign speeches and writings of Woodrow Wilson

and Theodore Roosevelt against “hyphenated” Americans). In prac-

tice, the product of this melting pot conformed to a version of Ameri-

can identity consistent with the Anglo-American conception, one that

belittled the ethnic or group values of those outside the northwestern

European tradition. Thus I concur with Matthew Jacobson’s con-

clusion that “race is not tangential to the history of European immi-

gration to the United States but absolutely central.” Shifting percep-

tions about white immigrants defined the debate about immigration

in Jacobson’s view: “the political history of whiteness and its vicissi-

tudes between the 1840s and 1920s represents a shift from one brand

of bedrock racism to another—from the unquestioned hegemony of

a unified race of ‘white persons’ to a contest over political ‘fitness’

among a new fragmented, hierarchically arranged series of distinct

‘white races.’”'’ Although who constituted white was contested and

constructed in these decades, notably in court decisions regarding nat-

uralization,^ nonetheless, that the principal policy-makers wished to

formulate a program privileging whites is clear.

Building on the analysis of Americanization in Chapter 4, in this
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chapter I examine the question of American identity through two de-

velopments. First, the arguments advanced by eugenists about the

nationalities collectively constitutive of the “American race” are scru-

tinized. Both the Americanization movement and the eugenic argu-

ments excluded African Americans, whose experience of segregated

race relations, a powerful manifestation of many Americans’ concep-

tion of the United States’s identity, forms the second section of the

chapter. The chapter concludes with an analysis of how the immigra-

tion debates of the 1910s and 1920s impinged on African Americans

and black immigrants.

Eugenics and the Idea of an American Race

Coined by Francis Gabon in 1883, the term “eugenics” (from the

Greek for “wellborn”) received its first institutional recognition in

1904 when Gabon endowed a Research Fellowship in National Eu-

genics at University College, London. Karl Pearson, whose innova-

tions in statistics facilitated the quantitative development of eugenic

studies, was already well established there. Gabon’s gift financed the

Gabon Laboratory for National Eugenics, with Pearson appointed as

its director.^ The department’s research included eugenic studies of he-

redity and medical questions. Daniel Kevles, an eminent historian of

the eugenics movement, describes the work supervised by Pearson:

“studies emanating from the laboratories typically explored the rela-

tionship of physique to intelligence; the resemblance of first cousins;

the effect of parental occupation upon children’s welfare or the birth-

rate; and the role of heredity in alcoholism, tuberculosis, and defec-

tive sight. Such work centered on the general question of how to en-

sure mental and physical strength and improvement in the national

“stock.” For this very reason, one scientist, a geneticist, writing in a

eugenics journal, differentiated his research from that conducted by

eugenists: “|T]he eugenist and the geneticist will, I am convinced,

work most effectively without organic connexion, and though we

have much in common we should not be brigaded together. Genetics

are not primarily concerned with the betterment of the human race or

other applications, but with a problem of pure physiology, and 1 am a

little afraid that the distinctness of our aims may be obscured. Alli-

ances between pure and applied science are as dangerous as those

of spiders, in which the fertilizing partner is apt to be absorbed.”*^
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These careful distinctions were lost in the politics of eugenic research,

however.

Eugenic research in the United States was conducted at the Eugen-

ics Record Office established at the Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory,

funded by the Carnegie Institution in Washington, D.C., and directed

by the biologist Charles Davenport. Davenport’s interest in inheri-

tance in humans encouraged data compilation of life histories.

In 1911, Davenport published Heredity in Relation to EiigenicsA'^

Trawling the hundreds of life histories he had acquired through ques-

tionnaires, Davenport went in search of inherited sources of “feeble-

mindedness,” pauperism, and other traits. He reproduced the pre-

vailing views about racial differences—claims that contributed to

U. S. immigration policy—and the need to engage in the building of a

strong national stock. This “positive” form of eugenics—fostering

good marital choices, for instance,—was combined with an equally

strong “negative” eugenics, the need to control the reproduction of

the least desirable members of society. This view fed directly into a

restrictionist immigration policy, with selection based on individuals

and families—tested appropriately for eugenic worthiness—to sup-

plement the identification of nationalities to be excluded. Negative

eugenics implied, in Kevles’s phrase, “preventing the reproduction of

the genetically defective, possibly by state-enforced sterilization. If the

state could take a person’s life, Davenport judged, surely it could deny

the lesser right of reproduction.”^^ Although unions of so-called “de-

fectives” and a “normal” person could result in “normal” offspring,

the risk of the obverse outcome fueled advocacy of institutional segre-

gation of the “feeble-minded” and, ultimately, of their sterilization.

The appeal of eugenics was widespread in industrial democracies

among policy-makers and intellectuals in the half-century before

the Second World War. Organizations formed to promote eugenic re-

search and arguments were established in the United States, Britain,

Erance, Germany, and Denmark, among others. In terms of specifying

the eugenic base of an American race or nationality, eugenists under-

lined the legacy of the English settlers in making Anglo-American

stock. The English settlers’ influence was dominant because it was the

strongest and most ht. It was a view coincident with that of racists, as

James Weldon Johnson illustrates from a conversation in 1908 with a

Texan about the position of African Americans: “‘[I]f he’s inferior and

weaker and is shoved to the wall, that’s his own look-out,’ said the
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Texan. ‘That’s the law of nature; and he’s bound to go to the wall; for

no race in the world has ever been able to stand competition with the

Anglo-Saxon. The Anglo-Saxon race has always been and will always

be the masters of the world, and the niggers in the South ain’t going to

change all the records of history.’”

In this context, the speculative work of Dr. Harry Laughlin was im-

portant.'*^ Laughlin, expert adviser to the House Committee on Immi-

gration in Congress and whose influence is the subject of Chapter Six,

specified desirable traits in potential immigrants, a framework that

logically implied that a distinct “American race” was identifiable (an

opinion he tirelessly aired). Indeed, it was one of Laughlin’s intellec-

tual and political ambitions persuasively to make such an identificat-

ion: “if the American people had the habit of using the term ‘the

American race’ ... we would have a standard to go by, and we could

recruit to this standard from different European nationals. There

were international dimensions to this project. C. M. Goethe, based

in San Francisco and Sacramento (and president of the Immigration

Study Commission) reported supplying data to Australia, New Zea-

land, and Canada, and urging them to restrict immigration to the

Nordic race: “[W]ith the exception of Quebec, these countries are

overwhelmingly Nordic. They have great areas of unfilled land. We
are trying to awaken public opinion therein. We are attempting

to convince them that the problem of the Pacific, at least evolves

[sic] holding these great unfilled areas for the natural increase of the

Nordics—that herein lies perhaps our greatest responsibility to

posterity.”'^

Harry Laughlin maintained that a race was biologically distinguish-

able. It was constituted through the ubiquitous melting-pot process:

“the melting pot, with frequent skimmings of the dross, is a better

metaphor than assimilation for a description of the actual results

when races and family stocks come into contact.”’^ Consequently, the

“American nation” was “still in flux” because of immigration: “while

the American white stock seemed fairly well fixed at the end of a gen-

eration after the Civil War, still, beginning with the early 1890’s and

continuing to the present, different races of immigrants have entered

the country in great numbers.”"' This view of a new race resulting

from the melting pot is a partial one, however, since not all groups

were welcomed as potential constituent parts. The omission of Afri-

can Americans that is evident in Laughlin’s typology was reproduced
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in government policy. The Commissioner of Education’s 1917 memo-

randum on “Racial Groups,” for instance, dealt exclusively with Eu-

ropean immigrants.'^

It also sits askance with what Gunnar Myrdal would later term the

“American creed,” a morality rooted in equality, freedom, and oppor-

tunity allegedly available to all Americans.^® Laughlin set out the

constitutive elements of this American melting pot: “[T]he American

race, then (omitting for the time being the descendants of persons

who came to the United States involuntarily), is a race of white people

who have fused into a national mosaic composed originally of Euro-

pean stocks (themselves mosaics), in rapidly descending proportion,

as follows: Primarily, British, Irish, German, Scandinavian, Erench,

and Dutch; secondarily, American Indian, Jewish, Spanish, Swiss, Ital-

ian, Austro-Hungarian, and Russian. ”2' One predictable omission is

African Americans, alluded to in Eaughlin’s first parenthetical phrase

but clearly inconceivable for him as formative elements in or members

of the “American race.”

In other testimony, Laughlin’s exclusion of African Americans from

the “American race” is blunt:

[Hjowever unassimilable the negro is in race, he has, so far as he was

able, adopted our institutions, our language, our religions, and essential

law and customs, but the contrast in blood between the northwestern

European settlers and the African negroes is so great that racial assimila-

tion is impossible. If the European colonists in the New World wanted a

European civilization, they should not have imported African slaves. But

the negro is here. He paid the price of admission with two and one-half

centuries of slavery. Negro slavery in America is another of the many
cases in history in which a country, in trying to solve an economic prob-

lem, introduced a racial problem of gigantic proportions.-^

Quite what form this “gigantic” racial problem assumed is left un-

stated in Laughlin’s remarks, but he did observe, rather unoriginally,

that “we abolished slavery, but we can not be said to have solved its

consequent racial problem very satisfactorily, even up to the present

time.”^^ One senator was less reticent, telling his colleagues in 1914

that “we already have negroes enough in the South. We do not want
any more,” and supported any scheme whereby “they could go some-

where else, of their own free accord, and to that extent solve this great

problem.”^*'

Despite the apparent breadth of nationalities embraced within his
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formulation of the origins of the American race, Laughlin, in common
with most eugenists and restrictionists, harped back to a conception

of the “American” as constituted overwhelmingly by the English set-

tlers and their descendants; and through the national origins scheme,

he wanted policy to be premised on this primary conception. Thus,

Laughlin declared that “there was an American race and an American

culture of 1860, and this race and culture is being modified to some

degree by the changed racial character of the immigration of the last

two generations.” The mid-nineteenth century was the peak of the

Know-Nothing political movement, dedicated to retaining a domi-

nant Anglo-American conception of the United States. But this new
immigration had to be rendered compatible with the true race:

[W]e can always use immigrants in limited numbers, provided their indi-

vidual races to which they belong are compatible with our prevailing

races for mate selection and that their family stocks are superior to our

existing families. But unlimited immigration of races and types which

have contributed very small percentages to the making of the original

American people would supplant our fundamental race complex, and

with the new race would come other cultures, languages, and traditions

for the country.^'*

Such views were reflected in American society. For instance, the presi-

dent of the Master Builders’ Association of Boston reported his mem-
bers’ view that “there is danger, decided danger, of too far diluting our

native (or should we say typically American) stocks by the introduc-

tion of other racial strains. It seems to be very definitely established,

scientifically, that those races having Nordic blood are the ones which

have forged to the front (among white races at least) in the develop-

ment of modern civilization. Many of the races admitted freely to our

country have had none of this valuable racial strain.” In addition,

“one of the greatest difficulties with many of the races admitted to our

country is an absolutely lower moral standard.”’^

One example of Laughlin’s aims was his comparison of the racial

composition of the delegates to the Constitutional Convention of

1787 with those of the members of the U.S. Senate in the 69th Con-

gress (1926-27). Finding that both were dominated by descendants of

English immigrants
—

“as far as the political leadership of the nation is

concerned, approximately the same racial blood is operating now as

in the Convention”—Laughlin drew some robust conclusions: “|T|he
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lesson is that it behooves the American people to encourage the immi-

gration and development of high political genius in our population.

America must look forward toward raising the average intelligence of

the whole people.

Eugenists always insisted, regarding U. S. immigration policy, that

their intention was to distinguish between individuals and not races;^^

such distinctions often got lost, however, in political debate. Thus, the

warning issued by Carol Aronovici (chairperson of the Minnesota

State Committee on Americanization) in 1919 about the danger of

Americanization privileging one group over others was lost:

[W]ithin recent years there has been much concern shown by anti-

immigrationists regarding the dangers of mongrelizing the American

people. The cry has usually come from Anglo-Saxons, who by pseudo-

scientific discussion and by an appeal to the lower emotion of race supe-

riority and the race struggle have advocated the exclusion of the so-

called lower races, with the implication that only the Anglo-Saxon and

Teutonic races are superior and, therefore, desirable. The present war

with the discredit heaped upon the civilization and kultiir of the Teuton

leaves the Pan-Anglo-Saxon leaders with a clear conscience in claiming

this country for the descendants of the original settlers from the British

Isles, and with a large undigested mass of races to be either so absorbed

and assimilated as to leave no trace of their original identity or to be

kept on a low social level as a much needed industrial group which

should have and keep its place.

Laughlin argued that “racially, the American people, if we are to re-

main American, and to purge our people of degeneracy, and to en-

courage a high rate of reproduction by the best endowed portions of

our population, can assimilate in the future many hundreds of thou-

sands of northwestern Europeans, but even these only if carefully se-

lected as to inborn family qualities superior to the average of our own
people. Laughlin not only wanted immigrants largely confined to

persons from northwestern Europe who would be compatible with

the American race but also advocated eugenic selection among pro-

spective immigrants in these countries to ensure that only the eugeni-

cally superior were admitted. He feared racial degeneracy, particu-

larly because of what Laughlin called “race mixtures,” and warned

against them: “radical crosses, whether in plants, animals or man, are

useful in experiments to make new races, but it is an exceedingly ex-

travagant and expensive process in which to indulge with the higher
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animals and man; the dross outmeasures many times the resulting ma-

terial or value.” For the United States, this analysis implied a program

of positive eugenics, a prospect Laughlin embraced even in the late

1930s: “racially the American people, if they are to remain Ameri-

can . . . can successfully assimilate in the future many thousands of

northwestern European immigrants, hut only such of these as are

carefully inspected and selected.” Of course nonwhites were unsuit-

able: “but we can assimilate only a small fraction of this number of

other white races; and of the colored races practically none.”^'

Speaking to a conference on immigration in New York in 1924,

Laughlin lamented the problem of defining the “American race,” a

necessary concept for identifying suitable immigrants: “it is time to

use the term ‘American race,’ and if we had the definition of American

race ... 1 think we would have a standard that would serve us well for

the future progress.” He outlined his order of nationalities constitu-

tive of this “race”: “If the American race is composed, first, of descen-

dants of immigrants of the British Isles; then immigrants coming from

Germany, Scandinavia, from the Netherlands, from France, then the

Jewish group, then from Spain, then, possibly, Hungary, Russia, and

the group from other countries, if that is the stuff out of which the

American race is made, and if we maintain those proportions, I think

we would make a great step in advance.”^’ This formulation re-

hearsed the framework about to be enacted in the Johnson-Reed law.

Laughlin’s statement describes the logic from which the nationality

quota provision was derived. He continued to explain this premise:

lT]he quota law is trying to include the proportion, not connected with

any one race, that has an integral part here. They lits drafters] have at-

tempted to exclude races that are not subject to naturalization, because

they are not integrals in the American race. 1 feel, after we determine

what the American race is, and the biological components of it in the

proper proportion, then our immigration policy should be to recruit

each element of these races, and only to bring in such individuals of per-

sonal qualities and good family stock qualities whose progeny will im-

prove the natural talents, the emotions, instinct, intellect, quality of the

American people. We ought to breed up the American people by immi-

gration.^^

The nationalities deemed to be “not integrals in the American race”

presumably alluded not only to southeastern Europeans but also to

African Americans and Asians. The chairman of proceedings heaped
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praise on Laughlin’s views as representing the “heart and essence of

the whole movement in Washington,” adding that the 1924 law was

designed to “produce in America in one hundred years from now the

America of today as determined by a study of the Census of 1 920, and

an admixture, by immigration only of such elements as will preserve

those proportions, as far as it can be done.”^"* This was a bald sum-

mary of the logic of 1924.

More discursively, Laughlin stated that “the criteria for permission

for an immigrant to land in America, should be whether he is of an as-

similable race, and whether he brings with him some hereditary qual-

ity which in his children, would constitute a decided asset to the

American people. This asset must be in the nature of superior heredi-

tary physical soundness, of special hereditary intellectual ability, or

of hereditary temperamental qualities of a high order. For Laughlin

the national origins scheme was a mechanism to make immigra-

tion consistent with the “racial makeup of the entire people,” which

would, in a phrase echoing Americanizers, “keep America Ameri-

can. It was an agenda readily embraced by Congressman Albert

Johnson, chairman of the House Committee on Immigration, who
concluded that “the task of our committee is to prepare proposed du-

ties which will develop the American people along the racial and insti-

tutional lines laid down by the founders of the country, so far as

the control of immigration can do it.”^^ For Laughlin, determining

“the future American race” required three measures: first, immigra-

tion control; second, mate selection that could be “controlled or di-

rected to a small degree by the several individual states in their mar-

riage laws, but mainly it is a matter of national ideals and custom and

social value as to ‘whom marries whom’”; and third, controlling re-

production of “the degenerate section of the population.

Laughlin endeavored to oppose any objective notion of racial supe-

riority or inferiority. He simply believed in keeping “races” distinct,

though the calibrations he drew were extremely fine: “[I]t is, then, this

matter of degree of racial difference that governs the degree of racial

assimilation of the immigrant to the receiving races. In selecting immi-

grants, racial similarity and the possession of hereditary ability to per-

form the work of the receiving country are necessary primary consid-

erations.” He added, in a clause that tied these views into the science

of IQ measurement, that “hereditary ability is equally as important as

similarity of races. Eugenically, racial mixing outside broad groups
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meant emasculation: “[Rladical crosses are useful in experimenting to

make new races, but it is an exceedingly extravagant and expensive

process. The dross outmeasures many times the resulting material of

value.

In his own account of “the major racial problems in the develop-

ment of the American people,” Laughlin provides a narrative purely

from the point of view of white immigrants of British origin. His

seven instances in which immigration by individuals or groups who
disrupted this narrative of a developing white American nationality

were as follows:

1. The effort of the white pioneer-colonists along the Atlantic seaboard

to prevent destruction by racial mixture with the American Indian; 2.

The conflict for racial and institutional supremacy between the British

colonists on the one hand and the French, Dutch and Spanish on the

other; 3. The importation of Negro slaves; 4. Oriental immigration; 5.

Radical change in racial and individual character of immigrants begin-

ning with the great rise of American industry following the Civil War; 6.

Mexican immigration into the southwest; and 7. The substitution of the

biological for the asylum and economic bases of the nation’s immigra-

tion-control policy."^*

Stage 7 was the one achieved by the Johnson-Reed Act of 1924.

Laughlin conceded that the arrival of African Americans was an in-

stance of “involuntary immigration” but discounted this factor in as-

sessing the effects: “but in the long run the racial consequences were

the same, whether the immigrants come as free colonists or as slaves.”

The eugenist plainly considered African Americans not to be full

Americans: “(Njow there are 11,891,143 colored persons in the

United States (1930 Census). That makes a racial problem of the first

order, and one extremely difficult to solve.” He expatiated on this last

point: “however unassimilable the negro is in race, he has, so far as

he has been able, adopted American institutions, language, religions

and essential laws and customs, but the contrast in blood between

the European settler and the African negro is so great that racial as-

similation is unacceptable to the European. It would be difficult to

locate a more precise statement of the perceived relationship be-

tween immigration and American identity, among those defending an

Anglo-Saxon conception, than this one profferred by Laughlin. Em-

ploying a now curiously dated conception of “blood” and limited bio-

logical premises, Laughlin made his racial classifications central to
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immigration policy: “America can furnish the environment and the

opportunity, but the immigrant must furnish the blood—that is, the

inherent qualities and capacities that will respond favorably to our

environment. Such response must show in sounder bodies, in better

trained minds and in nearer approach to American ideals of con-

duct.” Consequently, “a successful policy of immigration-control

would sort out and admit only such would-be immigrants who are

definitely capable of making such constructive response personally,

and whose children would be Americans beyond question.

In sum. Dr. Harry Laughlin developed two sorts of arguments de-

rived from his eugenic research. First, he advanced a claim about

what national groups formed the principal part of American national

identity, beginning with the English settlers. Second, eugenic consider-

ations encouraged him to prioritize certain groups as apposite for in-

clusion in the national “race” and others for exclusion. I turn now
to the consequences of this narrow conception for African Americans,

both immigrants and natives.

African Americans and Anglo-Saxon Americanism

Both the conception of American identity promoted in the American-

ization movement and the immigration restrictions enacted in the

1920s rested on a view of U.S. society as white and homogenous. In

this section I consider the way that this presumption affected African

Americans and their responses to the legislation, through a discussion

of segregation, black immigration, and national origins. Preliminarily,

Du Bois’s seminal description in The Souls of Black Folk of African

Americans’ dual identity applies fully to this era:

One ever feels his two-ness—an American, a Negro; two souls, two
thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark

body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder.

The history of the American Negro is the history of this strife. . . In this

merging he wishes neither of the older selves to he lost. He would not

bleach his Negro soul in a Hood of white Americanism. . . He simply

wishes to make it possible for a man to be both a Negro and an Ameri-

can, without being cursed and spit upon by his fellows, without having

the doors of Opportunity closed roughly in his face.'^'^

The anxieties and concerns raised in Du Bois’s analysis can but be

strengthened by the way in which American identity was discussed
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by Americanizers and proponents of immigration restriction in the

1920s. It is here that we see the effects in domestic politics of a

“whites only” immigration policy.

Despite the legal and informal restrictions imposed on African

Americans in this jim crow era, there were numerous autonomous

African American communities in the U.S. constructed from individ-

ual actions and choices in these decades. Many African Americans

achieved prominence in American life and not just within the demar-

cated spheres of segregated life. And they organized politically. Aside

from the work of the NAACP, in the 1930s the National Negro Con-

gress attempted to organize African American workers in order to

seek political rights and full participation in the New Deal program

and to fight against segregation and discrimination. Its president

was A. Philip Randolph. The congress was repeatedly accused of be-

ing communist, a claim that was rejected by its leaders but that tar-

nished the congress. It contributed decisively to the antilynching

campaign.

African Americans organized in industrial work. Although op-

pressed by segregated work practices and by usually racist trade un-

ions, this treatment did not mean that no African Americans orga-

nized during the interwar decades. In fact, there were instances of

interracial worker alliances, as documented in Robin Kelley’s study of

Alabama. Kelley observes of the International Labor Defense’s work

in Alabama, the dominant black organization in Birmingham in the

mid- 1930s, that whereas most whites dismissed it as a form of outside

agitation, “many black working people saw the organization as a sort

of public defender for the ‘race.’” Its popularity exposed divisions

within the African American community: “the ILD was not just one

additional voice speaking out on behalf of poor blacks; it was a move-

ment composed of poor blacks. What is important in Kelley’s anal-

ysis for my study is the exposure of class and other divisions within

the African American community, cleavages that became the basis of

political movements and organization. Such activities and organiza-

tions were often unrecognized but nonetheless crucial precursors to

the civil rights movement of the 1 950s and 1 960s.

Many scholars and writers have stressed the extent to which appar-

ent acquiescence in segregation camouflaged bitter African American

opposition to its institutional manifestations. Commenting on the

“tremendous struggle which is going on between the races,” James

Johnson declared that “it is a struggle; for though the black man



140 • Defining Americans

fights passively, he nevertheless fights; and his passive resistance is

more effective at present than active resistance could possibly be. He
bears the fury of the storm as does the willow-tree.”"^^ Robin Kelley

has taken the implication of such observations further empirically by

examining what he terms “the hidden social and cultural world of

black working people”^^ and by assessing the political importance of

such activities and communities that were created within a generally

hostile and indeed oppressive milieu. The crucial point is that the

existence of autonomous worlds in African American communi-

ties, whose members actively created their own interests, cultural re-

sources, and styles of political engagement is apparent. That the

NAACP and other groups or individuals working for civil rights for

African Americans assumed a distinct and identifiable part of the pop-

ulation should not, however, lead to exaggerated understandings of

African Americans’ racial essentialism. This point has been well made

by Anthony Appiah and Robin Kelley among others. Furthermore,

despite the gross inequalities of segregation, African American com-

munities, such as that in Harlem, had no difficulty in the 1920s in

demonstrating creative and autonomous values.^’

For some African Americans, cultural and political autonomy im-

plied separatism, and here the Caribbean influence was important.

In the 1920s, Marcus Garvey’s separatist movement, the United Ne-

gro Improvement Association (UNIA), celebrated the distinct posi-

tion, inheritance, and identity of blacks in the United States political

system, and also eschewed assimilation with white America. David

Cronon underscores Garvey’s opposition to black leaders commit-

ted to integration: “Garvey denounced other Negro leaders as being

bent on cultural assimilation, cravenly seeking white support.” The
NAACP was his favorite target: the association “was the worst of-

fender in Garvey’s mind because, he said, it ‘wants us all to become
white by amalgamation, but they are not honest enough to come out

with the truth ... To be a Negro is no disgrace, but an honor.’”^^ This

radical separatism—intended to culminate in a dedicated state in Af-

rica,^^ which was gently mocked in Chester Himes’s novel Cotton

Comes to Harlem—was plainly at odds with the integrationist and

civil rights oriented NAACP movement (a tension depicted in the

Denzel Washington film Hoodlums). Focusing on urban working-

class and poor African Americans, Garvey’s political stance was mili-

tant and confrontational, and it sits with a tradition of what Komozi
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Woodard terms the “historical process of black nationality formation

in the United States,”^' Garvey focused on industrial issues, including

discrimination by white employers against blacks in the labor market,

their exclusion from unions, unequal wages compared with whites,

discrimination in the military, and the constraints facing black busi-

nesses. Garvey’s UNIA emphasized racial pride, reclaiming ghettos for

African Americans and generally building a sense of autonomy and

self-control in black communities.

African Americans and the Federal Government

During the 1920s, while eugenists such as Harry Laughlin and their

congressional allies were promoting arguments about how to restrict

immigration and to build an American race, the position of most

African Americans was dictated by the system of segregated race rela-

tions, which was permitted in the 1896 Supreme Court judgment

Plessy V. Ferguson. This ruling enabled the federal government (and

state and local governments) systematically to discriminate against

African Americans under the pretext of the spurious “separate but

equal” doctrine that Plessy had pronounced. In one of the many poi-

gnant scenes in Spike Lee’s film 4 Little Girls, Chris McNair recounts

having to explain to his six-year-old daughter, Denise, later one of the

victims of the 16th St. Baptist Church murders in Birmingham, Ala-

bama, that because of their color, black people could not use cer-

tain facilities. This scene conveys powerfully the injustice and inequal-

ity of segregation. Plessy v. Ferguson legitimatized racial segregation

in American society. The court’s decision echoed the discussion of

the Founding Fathers in respect to slavery and confirmed that Afri-

can Americans’ place in the U.S. polity was one resting on inferior

citizenship.^^

This inequality was introduced into the civil service in 1913, over-

turning meritocratic criteria of admissions. Senior appointees of the

new Woodrow Wilson administration permitted (and in many cases

colluded in) segregated race relations in their departments.^' President

Wilson justified the practice as a mechanism both to relieve tension in

the bureaucracy and, since the promotion of African Americans over

whites was unthinkable, to provide limited opportunity for the ad-

vancement of some African Americans. Wilson wrote to one African

American activist, in July 1913, that “it is true that the segregation of

the colored employees in the several departments has begun upon the
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initiative and the suggestion of several of the heads of departments,

but as much in the interest of the negroes as for any other reason.”^-

These two developments—Supreme Court endorsement of “sepa-

rate but equal” arrangements and a segregationist administration

—

together had an immense effect on the federal government’s treat-

ment of African American citizens, as the ensuing cases illustrate. The

following examples demonstrate the mechanisms with which federal

government officials implemented segregation under the Plessy doc-

trine. They also reveal these practices in several contexts: first, in fed-

eral government departments where the electoral success of the

Democrats in 1912 quickly translated into segregation; and second,

in restaurants operated in government departments, which publicly

demonstrated African Americans’ differentiated, second-class citizen-

ship. These are not exhaustive examples but are representative of

practices common in other parts of the federal government, such as

prisons, the Armed Services, or National Parks. These examples are

followed by that of the failed antilynching legislation to illuminate

congressional intransigence. The consistent theme of opponents of

segregation was that it both violated the constitutional right to equal-

ity enjoyed by citizens of the U. S. and implicitly created discrimina-

tion. And as Thurgood Marshall later wrote, efforts to “draw a line

between a policy of ‘discrimination’ and a policy of ‘segregation’”

were inherently problematic since “segregation is in itself discrimina-

tion. The moment you tell one citizen that he cannot do what another

citizen can do, simply because of his race, you are maintaining a pol-

icy of discrimination.”^^ Even where critics sought equality within

the segregationist framework, the fact of its fundamental injustice re-

mained.

The Civil Service. In August 1913 the NAACP sent to President

Wilson a formal letter entitled “On Federal Race Discrimination”

to protest his administration’s support “in segregating the colored

employees in the Departments at Washington.” Wilson’s acceptance

reflected “a failure to appreciate the deeper significance of the new
policy; to understand how far reaching the effects of such a drawing

of caste lines by the Federal Government may be, and how humiliat-

ing it is to the men thus stigmatized.”^*^ One NAACP member de-

scribed changes in 1919 at the Fibrary of Congress: “the new superin-

tendent of buildings and grounds at the Fibrary of Congress has

segregated the colored employees in the employees’ lunch room, and
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excluded the colored public from the public restaurant altogether.”^'

A protest was lodged with the House and Senate library committees

responsible for the library’s operation.

Employees of the federal government found themselves divided into

two classes, according to race, and one of the classes was dominant

over the other: “it has set the colored apart as if mere contact with

them were contamination.” To African Americans “is held out only

the prospect of mere subordinate routine service without the stimulus

of advancement to high office by merit. Such practices by the fed-

eral government provided an all too obvious pretext for racist behav-

ior in society.

Although NAACP protests received substantial press reportage and

editorial comment, they failed to stem the segregationist tide un-

leashed in the federal government by Wilson appointees. By January

1919, the District of Columbia (DC) Branch of the NAACP observed

in its annual report that “few days pass without an appeal of someone

to the branch for assistance” regarding segregation and discrimina-

tion in the federal government. One description of conditions in the

Register section of the U.S. Treasury is representative: “|Tlhe floor is

used by all classes of clerks, but on one side, partitioned off and closed

from the outer room by a door is the colored section comprising

about sixty-six women and men. There are, however, ten more col-

ored men on another floor used by white clerks. These are caged in on

coupon work with a white clerk over them.”^® By 1922, a year after

the immigration restrictions of 1921, the NAACP observed that “seg-

regation is more prevalent in the Departments at Washington today

than ever before.”^'

The results of segregation in government departments were appar-

ent throughout the 1920s, with Republican presidents and congresses

showing no inclination to halt segregation."- A letter to Warren Har-

ding in August 1920, when he was the Republican presidential nomi-

nee, sought his support in opposing the “humiliating policy of segre-

gation in the civil service of the government,”^-'* but to no avail. This

inaction caused great bitterness, as Richard Sherman notes: “noth-

ing had engendered as much bitterness against Wilson in American

Negroes as did the segregationist policies introduced during his ad-

ministration.” Consequently, African Americans hoped for reform:

“(Mluch could be corrected by executive order, and much was hoped

for when the Republicans returned to power. But to the chagrin of the
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colored population in the two and a half years of Harding’s presi-

dency little seems to have been accomplished.”^'^ There was no im-

provement a year later, as James Johnson informed President Calvin

Coolidge: “lT]he situation in some of the government departments at

Washington has for a number of years been a smirch on the very name

of democracy. Colored Civil Service employees, regardless of their

classification, rank, service or efficiency, have purely on account of

race been herded, segregated and Jim-crowed under the very nose

of the government.” He added that with segregated employment, “the

government itself is made a party to such rank discrimination.”^^ In

1927 a new wave of segregation was unleashed in federal depart-

ments in Washington,^^ and as the NAACP concluded in 1928,

“rather than abolishing segregation the Republicans had maintained

it or actually increased it.”^^ A member of the DC Branch of the

NAACP, Neval Thomas, described the new practice in a letter to Pres-

ident Calvin Coolidge: “the colored clerks in the Pension Office have

been taken from their desks . . . and congregated in a Negro division

called the File Room, where some of them are doing laboring work,

and all of them in danger of remaining in the lower salary grades by

reason of such placement.” He concluded that “it is the overshadow-

ing issue of government that is involved, for any group stigmatized

by the nation as inferiors and pariahs is subject to further inroads

upon its liberties. Among the political elite, African Americans

were viewed as “inferiors and pariahs.” Fear of reprisals prevented

many African Americans from complaining about segregation.

A modest reversal of the changes at the U.S. Department of the

Interior^^ did not excise segregated race relations elsewhere in the fed-

eral government, as a dispiriting description several months after Sec-

retary Work’s decision demonstrates: “to date you will find Segrega-

tion in every department where there are enough Negroes to fill a

room, or other segregated area.”^* Segregated race relations remained

at the post office, treasury, interior, and war departments, among
others. Support for segregation among white employees was high.

Since segregation was condoned in official policy, this reaction was

hardly surprising. Tentative steps to desegregate the cafeteria at the

Treasury’s Bureau of Engraving and Printing provoked a boycott by

whites: “white employees of the bureau have instituted a boycott be-

cause Negroes are not rigidly segregated in the diningroom.

In sum, from 1913 (until the 1940s and in some cases the 1950s)
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many federal departments operated segregated race relations—jim

crow departments—among their employees. That a world of greater

equality was displaced during this period is suggested from James

Weldon Johnson’s memories of the pre-Woodrow Wilson Washing-

ton: “|T]he social phase of life among colored people is more devel-

oped in Washington than in any other city in the country. This is on

account of the large number of individuals earning good salaries and

having a reasonable amount of leisure time to draw from. There are

dozens of physicians and lawyers, scores of school-teachers, and hun-

dreds of clerks in the departments.”^*^ This world of modest employ-

ment and social creativity was eroded from the mid- 19 10s and did

not recover until the 1960s.

Restaurants in Public Buildings. If African Americans were admit-

ted to restaurants in the federal government, it was to segregated seat-

ing. When the new Supreme Court of the District of Columbia build-

ing opened in 1919, its status as a source of justice and redress proved

vacuous for African Americans. An NAACP member, Neval Thomas,

discovered this inequity directly: “today ... I was plainly told that it

was the order of the Court that no colored were to be served” in

its public restaurant. In response to a protest from the NAACP,
the Chief Justice of the Court wrote that “the person who runs the

restaurant in the Court House of the District of Columbia has been

notified by the Court that all persons have the right to equal service

therein. Enforcement of this dictum was precarious, however, and

a further letter produced no response. African American lawyers were

informed that the restaurant, although located in a public building,

was a “private” one and therefore immune from federal law (this

judicial argument was invoked frequently legally to justify the exclu-

sion of African Americans from facilities). Within a month of the

NAACP’s complaint, a separate restaurant was created for blacks.

This new facility was placed behind a screen in order that, as Neval

Thomas surmised, “no white person would be hurt by the unsightly

sight of a Negro eating in his own building.

The African American member of Congress, Oscar De Priest, was

active in combatting discrimination in federal policy. The matter of

restaurants came to De Priest’s attention when his secretary, Morris

Lewis, who was accompanied by his son, was expelled from the res-

taurant:^^ “my son and I were seated in the coffee shop when the cash-

ier came over and tapped me on the shoulder, announcing that the
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restaurant was exclusively for white people and that colored people

would not be served. Such exclusion from a public cafeteria illus-

trates how segregation operated on racial lines independently of class.

The NAACP’s secretary, Walter White, rejected proposed arrange-

ments based on segregation since “the setting aside of a jim-crow ta-

ble for Negroes ... is as discriminatory as barring altogether of Negro

patrons. Such action is a difference in degree and not in kind of segre-

gation.”^^ This arrangement was the solution proposed by Senator

Royal Copeland. Protest letters from the NAACP to all senators and

congressmen about the restaurant ban prompted some bizarre re-

sponses. The Texan representative. Sterling P. Strong, managed to in-

vert the inequities of segregation to present it as a model of benevolent

treatment toward African Americans in the South;

[T]he railroads have been compelled to carry separate coaches for col-

ored people and white people are not allowed in these coaches to con-

sume room or in any way cause discomfort to the colored people. The

colored people are also provided with a separate waiting room at all

railroad stations where the same rules apply as to the separate coaches

on the trains. They are also provided with separate apartments on street

cars and no white person is allowed to encroach upon this space set

aside for colored people.

This was a cruel and cynical description of segregation. Citizenship

for many African Americans meant second-class status: they were

excluded from certain areas of public institutions and educationally

relegated to separate (and as it later transpired, inferior) treatment.

Strong also pointed out that a separate table had been offered to Con-

gressman De Priest in the House restaurant, an offer understandably

rejected by the congressman. Roy Wilkins speedily replied to the sena-

tor’s letter, noting that whites avoided carriages reserved for blacks

because “nine times out of ten [they are] inferior to those sections re-

served for white people.” Such segregation rarely resulted in equality

of facilities: “in fact, the only excuse for separation is the enforcement

of inequality.” He added that “it is no wonder that the white people

do not wish to ‘intrude’ upon this type of accommodation.”*^^

In January 1934, Congressman Oscar De Priest introduced a reso-

lution in the House of Representatives to end discrimination in the

House restaurant. The resolution was referred to the Committee
on Rules. The committee was slow to consider it; consequently, in
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mid-February, De Priest orchestrated a petition in the House, seek-

ing the discharge of the committee on this resolution. One hun-

dred and forty-seven congressmen signed this motion, two above the

necessary number to get the matter discussed on the House floor,

where the resolutions^ was passed, though it proceeded no further.

Cafeterias that were operating in federal departments thus repro-

duced segregation.

Antilyncbing Measures. The U.S. Congress and Executive failed to

enact antilynching legislation until after World War II. Attempts to

end lynching dominated the work of the NAACP from its foundation

in 1909, as the association resolved at its 1922 conference: “lT|he

first and great question before American Negroes is lynching. We are

still the one land in the world which shows itself powerless to prevent

the burning of human beings. Protests against lynching included

the silent march in New York City on July 28, 1917, led by James

Weldon Johnson (who also memorably described the brutality of a

lynching that he witnessed Between 1869 and 1922, there were

3,436 lynchings committed in the United States with less than a dozen

of the perpetrators ever punished. In 1922 alone, there were 61

lynchings,*^* and 28 in 1923, a figure equaled ten years later in

1 933.“^^ Over several decades the NAACP led campaigns to enact fed-

eral legislation against lynching. The NAACP convened a confer-

ence in xVlay 1919 on antilynching legislation, published numerous

pamphlets about this cause, and organized writing campaigns when
appropriate to members of Congress and to newspapers. Also, the

NAACP lobbied for a congressional investigation of lynching,

though not at the expense of legislation. In the 1920s, African Ameri-

cans had hoped for some support on antilynching from the Republi-

can Party. President Warren Harding’s failure specifically to recom-

mend passage of a bill was indicative of a general Republican malaise

toward the circumstances of African Americans.

The first success of the NAACP’s Anti-Tynching Committee came

with the 1923 Dyer Bill (named after Congressman Leonidas Dyer),

which passed in the House and in the Senate Judiciary Committee,

but the bill was never brought to the Senate floor despite much

support.

Missourian Congressman Leonidas Dyer’s commitment to

antilynching legislation was tenacious. In May 1918 he delivered a

powerful speech against the practice and called for federal action. He
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anticipated arguments employed by the civil rights movement in the

next few decades, highlighting, for example, the discrepancy between

the deployment of U.S. troops overseas “against tyranny and oppres-

sion” and the toleration of “lynching and attacks upon persons” at

home: “this country alone stands in shame and disgrace before the

civilized bar of public opinion in that it has for years tolerated lynch-

ings.”*®^ Lynching was the “most damnable crime known to civilized

man.” He cited the Fourteenth Amendment to justify federal activism:

“the principle is that persons so assailed are within the peace of the

United States; that the United States owes them the duty of protec-

tion; and that the power of protection follows upon the duty.”io9

listed a string of judicial decisions in support of this interpretation of

the Fourteenth Amendment. Dyer liaised with the NAACP. In April

1918, Dyer sent the association his draft bill and invited “any sugges-

tions and comment” before he introduced it in the House. Dyer

wanted the NAACP to publicize his endeavor, “to counteract efforts

that have and are being made to make the colored people believe that

this is not a Bill designed for their protection.”

The NAACP’s legal committee provided assistance. The association

also assisted in identifying supporters to testify in support of the bill

before the Judiciary Committee, since Dyer plainly intended to publi-

cize lynchings and to educate the public through statements in the

Congress.'’^ The NAACP’s secretary, John Shillady, promised a na-

tional campaign “to create a tremendous public sentiment in favor of

the bill,” coincident with Dyer’s initiative. In May 1919, Dyer in-

troduced another bill, HR 259; and Senator Charles Curtis, also a

stalwart against lynching, introduced a resolution in the Senate

(S. Res. 189) in September. Thus, by the time of his 1923 bill. Con-

gressman Dyer had devoted several years and considerable energy to

antilynching legislation.

Politically, the NAACP concentrated on Senator Warren Harding,

Republican presidential candidate in 1920. James Weldon Johnson,

together with Harry Davis, a Cleveland member of the NAACP Board

of Directors, visited Harding at Marion, Ohio, in August 1920, and

highlighted the racial issues that they wanted the Republican plat-

form to include. The NAACP identified, in Moorfield Storey’s words,

“seven points relative to the Negro on which it was desired that he

make specific statements before a delegation of colored citizens.

These points included extracting a commitment to federal
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antilynching legislation, an issue that Harding had previously sup-

ported. This effort was unsuccessful. Further visits with Harding,

now elected president, by Johnson and Storey resulted in a small divi-

dends^''’ Harding’s message to Congress included a reference to “wipe

out the stain of barbaric lynching from the banners of this democ-

racy.” This statement transpired to be the only substantial support

provided by the White House for antilynching legislation until the

1940s.^^^ In July 1921, however, with little progress in Congress (de-

spite a Republican majority),*'^ James Weldon Johnson wrote to Har-

ding again, reminding him of the importance of a federal initiative on

lynching, especially in the light of Harding’s earlier statements: “[T|he

colored people are looking to the Administration for some remedy. . .

If Congress should simply plead that it has no power to act, the col-

ored people would not only be disappointed but disheartened.” As

Congressman Dyer told the NAACP’s annual conference in 1922, “it

is recognized everywhere that this crime of lynching is principally

against the colored people.”’’^

From the beginning of his antilynching campaign. Dyer aimed to

shore up the constitutional argument, emphasizing it over the horrific

data on lynchings, as James Johnson noted: “Mr. Dyer is more inter-

ested in having arguments to support the constitutionality of these

measures than in having the presentation of data regarding lynchings

and race riots.”’’® In the Senate, Senator Curtis paralleled Dyer’s ef-

forts, holding hearings on antilynching legislation and introducing

draft bills. Opponents of the Dyer Bill, led by Southern Democrats

such as Hatton Sumners (a Democrat from Texas), argued that the

new measure would unreasonably weaken local law enforcement re-

sponsibility.

A new Dyer Bill was favorably reported by the House Committee

on the Judiciary on October 20, 1921, though no further progress

was made during that session despite efforts to bring the bill to vote.

Opponents of the legislation concentrated on the old chestnut of the

constitutionality of a federal role in antilynching. This issue dogged

all the proposals to use federal power against lynching.’-’ The issue

was discussed at the House Judiciary Committee in July 1921, when

the Assistant Attorney General, Guy Goff, told committee members

that the bill was constitutional. Dyer’s Bill H. R. 13 proposed “to as-

sure to persons within the jurisdiction of every State the equal pro-

tection of the laws and to punish the crime of lynching.” Goff stated
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that “states could by neglect or omission ‘deny the equal protection of

the laws’ to its citizens, as guaranteed by the 14th Amendment. He
also stated that Congress had the right, under the police power which

it has in connection with any expressed power granted to Congress, to

enact this sort of legislation.”'-^ This view was supported by the At-

torney General.'-^ The Committee reported H. R. 13 on October 27,

1921 (despite prevarication at various stages by the committee'-*^).

President Harding’s support was withheld. James Johnson stressed

the gravity of lynching to the president: “I need not tell you of the po-

litical disappointment and dissatisfaction which the masses of colored

people, especially in the voting states of the North, have been feel-

ing.” He added that “it would be an act that would affect not only the

thinking colored man and the colored man on the street, but would

reach even the Negro on the plantation.” Johnson urged Harding to

make passage of the Dyer Bill a keynote in his message to Congress in

December 1921.'^^ In the new year (1922), the NAACP tackled the

constitutional concerns head-on, particularly the claim that if federal

authorities could deal with lynching, they would also have the power

to legislate in respect to murder:

[T]he analogy is not a true one. Lynching is murder, but it is also more
than murder. In murder, one or more individuals take life, generally, for

some personal reason. In lynching, a mob sets itself up in place of the

State and its actions in place of due process of law to mete out death as

punishment to person accused of crime. It is not only against the act of

killing that the Federal Government seeks to exercise its power through

the proposed law, hut against the act of the mob in arrogating to itself

the functions of the State and substituting its actions for the due pro-

cesses of law guaranteed by the Constitution to every person accused of

crime. In murder, the murderer merely violates the law of the State. In

lynching, the mob arrogates to itself the powers of the State and the

functions of government. It apprehends, accuses, tries, condemns and

executes by meting out death as the punishment—a very different thing

from murder.'-"

On January 25, 1922, the Dyer Bill was passed in the House of

Representatives by a vote of 230 to 1 1 9, following adoption of a spe-

cial rule on the bill and fourteen hours of debate. Hearings were held

before a subcommittee of the Senate Judiciary Committee in March
1922 about the constitutionality of antilynching legislation. Its chair-

man, William Borah (R-Idaho), disputed the constitutionality of a

federal antilynching role, and prodigious NAACP efforts to dissuade
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him of this view were uneffective. Borah was motivated in part by per-

sonal animosity toward the Majority Leader, Henry Cabot Lodge,

a

long-standing opponent of immigrants who subscribed to an Anglo-

Saxon conception of U.S. nationality but who was now compelled to

support the NAACP cause. Lodge’s precarious electoral position in

the 1922 elections enabled the NAACP to target his constituents if

he failed to support the Dyer Bill, and Dyer himself “spoke under

NAACP auspices to a Boston audience in May and urged that his lis-

teners work for Lodge’s defeat that autumn unless he got the

antilynching bill through.” Lodge responded by putting pressure on

Borah and his subcommittee to report, and the full judiciary Commit-

tee accepted the bill by 8 to 6 on June 30 (with Senator Borah as the

sole Republican to join the 5 opposing Democrats). The Dyer Bill was

favorably reported by the Senate Judiciary Committee. All now de-

pended on a floor vote. The NAACP continued to lobby the president,

urging him to use the opportunity of a meeting with leaders of the

Senate in August about the legislative program to make antilynching a

priority.*^* At the end of August, the Senate Steering Committee de-

cided to place the bill on the legislative program to be taken up before

the close of the session.

Opponents of antilynching legislation continued to cite its poten-

tial unconstitutionality as grounds for rejection. In September 1922,

James Johnson found himself having to explain, yet again, to Har-

ding’s secretary the implausibility of this defense. Johnson wrote that

“the Anti-Lynching Bill now before the Senate has been favorably

passed upon by the Judiciary Committees of both Houses of Con-

gress; it has been endorsed by the Attorney General of the United

States, who is the legal advisor of Congress. A recent petition pre-

sented to the Senate was signed by two former attorneys general of the

United States, 19 justices of Supreme and Superior courts in the vari-

ous states and a number of eminent lawyers. Despite these efforts,

on December 2 the Republican senators’ caucus decided permanently

to withdraw the Antilynching Bill until March 1923.

Although bitterly disappointed, James Johnson privately took a

philosophical view of this decision: “ITjhe hght has been a

magnificent one. We have succeeded in making lynching a political is-

sue and a national and international issue as well, and we have also

placed the plain facts about lynching before the American people.”

A few years later at the NAACP’s 1929 annual convention, Johnson

described the Dyer Bill, part of a continuing campaign, as “its most
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spectacular height”; furthermore, the vote rendered Congress “a fo-

rum on the subject of lynching . . . and what was said on that floor

was heard through the nation and around the world. We thereby had

a chance to put the facts, the vital facts, the underlying facts, about

lynching for the first time before the whole American people and be-

fore the civilized peoples of the world. Writing to Harding’s secre-

tary, Johnson adopted a confrontational tone: African Americans felt

not merely disappointment but also “chagrin and resentment” about

the bill’s failure. Johnson rounded on the inadequacy of Republican

support: “if the Republicans had been in actual collusion with the

Democrats to have the latter pull their chestnuts out of the fire, the ap-

pearances could not have been worse. Thus, the federal govern-

ment—whether controlled by Democrats or Republicans—failed to

act to address inequality of treatment toward African Americans. The

tactics used to abort the 1923 Dyer Bill illustrate the problems con-

fronting proponents of equality for African Americans at that time

and the inferior status accorded African Americans’ interests in fed-

eral policy.

After the failure of the Dyer Bill, the NAACP maintained its

campaign to address lynching by lobbying successive presidents^^^

and congresses. It assiduously documented lynchings and burnings of

African Americans, publicizing these incidents. The NAACP came

close to success in the 1930s with the Costigan-Wagner Bill, but it was

not until the 1940s that federal legislation was finally enacted. As

Zangrando correctly notes, African American interests were always

a lower priority for congressmen than other interests: “as the NAACP
would discover year after year, many congressmen treated anti-

lynching as an expendable issue.”

Immigration Policy, Black Immigrants, and African Americans

That immigration policy between the 1880s and the 1920s focused

on southern and eastern Europeans meant that African Americans

were seen by policy-makers as irrelevant to their decisions. In fact,

both the focus on the United States’s white ancestry and the categories

with which immigration policy was discussed had important conse-

quences for African Americans. In addition, despite restrictionists’

and eugenists’ ambitions to build a whites-only immigration policy,

black immigrants arrived in the United States throughout this period.
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Excluding Black httmigrants

A systematic attempt to proscribe black immigration came as an

amendment to the immigration bill considered in Congress in Decem-

ber 1914; it was Southern-inspired and was designed to exclude peo-

ple from the Caribbean who had been working on the Panama Canal

and had settled in the United States. Senator Reed proposed to add

the phrase that “all members of the African or black race” be ex-

cluded. In support, Senator John Sharp Williams made clear that

this proposal was aimed at West Indian immigrants:

[W]e are beginning to receive now some very undesirable immigration

of the African race from the West Indies. A great many Jamaican ne-

groes have been employed upon the Panama Canal; and after the termi-

nation of that work, having become accustomed to American wages,

which they received down at Panama, a great many more of them began

to come to the Gulf ports. Florida and Louisiana have already received a

considerable proportion of African immigration from the French and

English West Indies; that is to say, immigration of West Indians who are

wholly or partly Africans in race.*^*^

Williams compared the West Indians unfavorably with Asians, articu-

lating a common racial triangulation, whereby Asian immigrants,

while defined as unassimilable, were characterized further to oppress

African Americans:'"*® “lYjou have already a law whereby you ex-

clude Chinese. Chinese are as much superior to negroes as can be, al-

most. You have a gentlemen’s agreement with Japan by means of

which you excluded Japanese.” His argument rehearsed common-

place claims about the bases of assimilation in a homogeneous

society:

[Y]ou can not have free institutions grounded upon anything in the

world except a homogeneous race. You can try it all you please, hut you

simply can not have it. You have got to have a population which is at

least potentially assimilable in lawful wedlock. If you do not have a pop-

ulation all elements of which are potentially assimilable in lawful wed-

lock, then you have in the very midst of the Republic a disintegrating

force, undemocratic, unrepuhlican.*'*’

Williams, who was from Mississippi, also feared West Indian immi-

grants because they might not respect the strict segregationist and

marriage codes within which white Americans defined the circum-

stances of African American communities and lives. He warned that
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the “West Indian negro, as a rule, is a man who is accustomed to po-

litical and social equality, because the races intermarry in the West In-

dian Islands; and every West Indian negro who comes to the South co-

mes with that idea in his mind and becomes a source of race conflict

and a source of race oppression upon the white man’s part, or an invi-

tation and temptation to it, which is as bad for the white man as it

is for the negro. The amendment, proposed by Senator James

Reed of Missouri, was carried by 29 to 25 votes, with 42 senators not

voting.

The House rejected the amendment, however, with 74 congress-

men supporting, 253 opposing, and 99 not voting. The vote was

preceded by a lengthy discussion. Martin Madden, representing a

constituency in Chicago with numerous African American voters,

noted that if accepted, the measure “would seem to make it impossi-

ble for a negro, a citizen of the United States, to reenter this country if

he happened to be abroad for any reason.” This proposed version of

ethnic cleansing was not incompatible with the amendment’s propo-

nents’ motives. Madden dismissed the legislation as “the most drastic

I have ever seen proposed. It is discrimination of a kind that can not

be justified.” To a round of applause. Madden declared that “it

would be unjust beyond measure to adopt this amendment to the im-

migration law. One-tenth of the American people are of the black

race, and no people in all the world’s history has ever been more loyal

to a Government than have these people to this.”'^^ A congressman

from Pennsylvania remarked that the proposed “strange” amendment
removed “the black man out of the ‘alien’ class,” an “extraordinary

proposition.” Another congressman described the amendment as

“having been designed for the specific purpose of singling out one

particular race from among all the people of the earth, and then to

heap upon this designated race and each member thereof the odium of

complete exclusion under all and every condition, and this, too, with-

out any direct benefit to our own people.” Congressman William

Calder of New York maintained that the amendment’s supporters

would “class the negro with the criminal and undesirable,” and since

“very few of the Negro race come here from foreign lands” anyway,

he opposed it.'‘'o Like others, he commented on the high education

standards of most West Indians coming to the United States and wor-

ried about how such a measure would damage American missionary

efforts in Africa.
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There were willing supporters of the amendment in the House, one

congressman informing his colleagues that “of all the barnacles that

the civilization of the United States has fastened to it, of all the leper

sports, of all the sores, of all the misfortunes that the civilization of

this Republic has fastened to the body politic it is the African race,

which stands as the worst.” Black Americans threatened Anglo-

Saxonism: “[I]t is this black race, this black death, this parasite of race

destruction that is fastened upon the Anglo-Saxon people and upon

the civilization of the United States. You had just as well to begin to

understand that the white people are going to rule this country.”'*''

These racist comments, elaborated in hideous detail, also provoked

applause. Echoing the same conception of American nationality, a

Louisianian congressman argued that the amendment was “in the in-

terest of the American people, in the interest of her own people first,

and then justly excluding those whom you and I could not invite to

our shores.”'*’^ Intense NAACP lobbying played a role in killing the

amendment,'*’^ but that it received such serious consideration is note-

worthy.

Black Immigrants

Despite the injustices of segregation heaped on African Americans

—

operative throughout the United States—and the attempts by Con-

gress in 1915 to exclude “all members of the African or black race,”

blacks did immigrate in the first decades of the twentieth century,

overwhelmingly from Caribbean countries ruled by British or French

colonists (and therefore eligible under those country’s quotas). Ca-

ribbean immigrants were part of the nonquota countries unrestricted

by the legislation of the 1920s (when policy-makers resolved against

restrictions of either Canadians or South Americans).

Between 1900 and the mid- 1930s, close to 150,000 such immi-

grants were admitted, though considerable numbers departed, and

there were periodic efforts to halt the migration to the United States

(such as the restriction placed on Jamaicans in July 1924).'*'^ The

story of these Caribbean immigrants—politically and culturally enor-

mously consequential as their numbers included such figures as the

political leader Marcus Garvey, the writer Hubert Harrison, and the

poet Claude McKay—has been recounted by Winston James, build-

ing on Ira Reid’s 1939 study.

Winston James demonstrates the influence of Caribbean immi-
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grants on radical African American politics in the first three decades

of this century. Despite colonialism, many Caribbeans were highly ed-

ucated, and even the Mississippian senator, John Sharp Williams, had

to record his surprise when he was informed in the Senate that only 23

percent of West Indian immigrants were illiterate: “[H]aving heard

those figures, I confess myself somewhat surprised. My own impres-

sion was that a majority of the West Indian negroes could not read. It

seems from this that only 23 per cent of those of them who came into

the United States could not read. That is perhaps owing to the fact

that the very best element—I mean by that the intellectually highest el-

ement—of the West Indian negroes comes to the United States, rather

than the most inferior of them.”*^^ James correctly underlines the se-

vere racism encountered by blacks in the United States. The poet

Claude McKay reflected in 1918 that ‘“I had heard of prejudice in

America but never dreamed of it being so intensely bitter.’”

A

simi-

lar point was made by Ira Reid, who observed that “probably the

most striking experiences upon arrival is the awareness of race that

is soon discovered;”’^* he added that “the Negro immigrant is at a dis-

advantage after a brief experience on the American racial front. He
becomes sensitive to criticism, self-conscious and uncertain of him-

self and his values. He is conscious of opposition and of the persis-

tent attempts to belittle his presence here. Yet, being ambitious and

possessed of a desire to succeed, he tackles the problem and leaves

as mute evidence a transfer of culture values that has made the Negro

immigrant less foreign, and the American Negro less provincial in his

approach to racial and economic problems.” James’s more recent

study illustrates that the influence of Caribbeans in black politics

far outweighed their actual numbers. As Howard University’s Kelly

Miller remarked in 1927, “‘[A] Negro radical is an ot/^r-educated

West Indian without a job.’”’^'’ Caribbean immigrants carried a sense

of majority consciousness, that is, “they were accustomed to negotiat-

ing a world in which they constituted the overwhelming majority of

the population,” and this consciousness served as an effective in-

strument with which to respond to racist discrimination in the United

States in a way often unimaginable to African Americans. Ira Reid

concluded in his 1939 study that black immigrants confronted severe

racism and were spared the worst excesses of such prejudice by their

relatively low profile. They endured their own form of Du Boisian

duality:
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[Tjhe Negro immigrant enters the United States in the dual role of Ne-
gro and immigrant. Moving into a few centers of Negro population in

large numbers, threatening the existing order of Negro adjustments he

brings the bases for intra-racial conflict. One factor only prevents the

conflict from becoming intense, the visibility of the Negro immigrant is

low. Except for those who are Spanish and Portuguese-speaking, and

who usually move into their own language groups, the external charac-

teristics of Negroes, native and foreign, are the same. Looking alike,

they are not inherently estranged; differing in mores they are isolated.

There were comparable strains within the Black American commu-
nity,'^^ as the NAACP’s Walter White pointed out in 1923, when he

complained about the way in which Northern blacks resented “the

influx of their southern brothers.” As he pointedly observed, such di-

visions were foolish in a society riven with hostility toward African

Americans: “when mobs start forth, as they did in Washington, Chi-

cago and Omaha, they attack every person who is dark and do not

take the time to enquire whether or not the Negro they have caught is

a southern or northern one.” Consequently, the “race problem is one

which affects every man who is colored and we are going to rise or fall

together.”'^'

Gaining assimilation with African Americans, though often a com-

plicated process marred by tensions, gave some respite to black immi-

grants in their adjustment to the United States but (as the previous

section explains) also confirmed them in a second-class position in

American society, since, as Reid concluded, “neither the immigrant

nor the native is accepted as part of the dominant white society.”'^'*

The fate of black immigrants illustrates further the exclusionary terms

in which the U.S. immigration debates of the 1910s and 1920s were

conducted. Because black immigrants were instantly equated by white

Americans with the native African American population—despite the

significant differences of traditions between Caribbeans and African

Americans—Caribbean immigrants were alarmed about how this per-

ception defined their status in the U.S. political order. The reluctance

of Caribbeans to be so equated explains both the tensions often ob-

servable between the two groups and the more politically militant ini-

tiatives of Caribbean immigrants. Caribbean political radicals had

rich educational and political experience on which to draw, and their

unwillingness to be assigned to an inferior status of citizenship must

have contributed to the significant separatist movements orches-
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trated by immigrants from the Caribbean countriesd^*^ Caribbean im-

migrants not only were active politically but “also provided some of

the most distinguished radical black intellectuals at the time.”^^® Such

activities were conducted within the social and political limits to

which all blacks in the United States were subject: jim crow segrega-

tionist discrimination.

Black immigrants, especially in New York, were often keen to natu-

ralize as U.S. citizens. The secretary of the Negro Foreign Born Citi-

zens Alliance wrote to a congressman in August 1921, reporting that

his organization “has been engaged for the past two years in preach-

ing Americanization to the vast number of alien negroes of Harlem

and elsewhere in Greater New York, estimated from twenty to thirty

thousand.” The alliance had succeeded, “after considerable outlay of

time, energy and money ... in preparing successfully just a little over

two hundred who have obtained citizenship. The director of citi-

zenship at the Naturalization Bureau welcomed this initiative, telling

the secretary that “I am much interested in the efforts of your organi-

zation to bring a comprehension of American institutions and ideals

to the members of your race group. He urged the alliance to con-

tact the chief naturalization examiner in New York to coordinate its

Americanization classes.

The 1924 immigration act, the subject of Chapter 6, explicitly ex-

cluded the “descendants of slave immigrants” from entitlement to im-

migration and excised them from the population of the United States

on which quotas were to be based. This discrimination was proposed

in 1952 directly in respect to Caribbean immigrants. The 1952

McCarran-Walter Bill proposed restrictions on certain Caribbean

countries, as an analysis of the legislation explained:

Hlo ensure that only a token number of colored persons may enter the

United States, the proposed legislation further strikes directly at the ma-
jor modern source of this population How. Most Negro immigration to

our country today comes from Jamaica, Trinidad and other colonies of

the British West Indies; on the whole, this immigration has contributed

thousands of good workers and loyal citizens who now fill impor-

tant positions in the national economy. The McCarran-Walter Bills, by

dissociating colonial immigration from the quota of the mother country,

would cut down Jamaican immigration from about 1,000 to 100 immi-

grants annually, and would fix 100 as an iron-clad maximum limit upon
every other colony. When it is recognized that the inhabitants of Can-
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ada, Mexico or any other independent country in the Western Hemi-

sphere may enter freely as non-quota immigrants, the racially discrimi-

natory aspects of this provision are placed in proper perspective.'^^

The ambition that was displayed by certain policy-makers to establish

a whites-only immigration policy was entrenched.

Immigration and Migration

Within the United States, for many African Americans, the major mi-

gratory experience was that of moving from the Southern to the

Northern states. Walter White explained in 1923 the major push and

pull causes of this great population movement: least

two reasons for this movement. First, the opening up of industrial

opportunities in the North incident upon the increased industrial ac-

tivity and the working of immigration restrictions; and second, the

growing intolerance in certain Southern states resultant upon the ac-

tivities of the Ku Klux Klan and other lawless organizations.” The

experience of crude “work or hght” policies, introduced by some

Southern states and municipalities in 1918, added to the incentive to

leave. This rule formally required able-bodied adults between sixteen

and forty-hve, both men and women, to be in some occupation for

fifty hours a week. It was applied partially. Walter White reported that

“in Wetumpka, Ala. a small town fourteen miles from Montgomery,

the mayor had a colored cook. She quit one Saturday night, because

she could get better wages elsewhere. On Sunday morning the mayor

had her arrested. On Monday morning she came up for trial in the

mayor's court before the mayor, who fined her $14.00, paid the fine

himself, and then told the woman to go on out to the house and go to

work and quit her foolishness.” White added that “a disgusting fea-

ture of these officials is that they are being successful in keeping the

Negroes quiet by masking their dastardly efforts under the guise of

patriotism.”'^-’’

Thus, for African Americans, immigration restrictions both coin-

cided with and helped foster the migration of hundreds of thousands

to the North. The 1921 restrictions opened up employment prospects

in the North. However, residence in the North did not obviate dis-

crimination or prejudice,

a

point Walter White underlined in a press

statement in July 1923, commenting on the Northern migration of

African Americans:
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[T]here is one other thing that the Migration is proving and that is the

fallacy of the argument that if the Negro solves his economic problem all

other phases of his difficulties will be eliminated. Thirty, even ten years

ago, practically all white people and most colored people believed such a

doctrine. We are seeing today, however, that the object of the mob’s and

the Ku Klux Klan’s wrath is not the Negro who by his thrift and industry

has achieved economic independence. Poor whites resent seeing greater

prosperity on the part of this member of a supposedly inferior race;

other whites in the South feel that such a Negro is too dangerous an ex-

ample for other Negroes; and third, they drive Negroes of property

away and take their possessions for themselves.

The African American migration was at times linked to the immi-

gration debate. For instance, in 1918 the commissioner of immigra-

tion, Frederic Howe, speculated that the 15 million aliens present in

the United States were likely to return to Europe after the conflicts

subsided. Howe warned that “there are 15,000,000 aliens here who
have not seen their relatives and friends in Europe for four years and

are anxious to return to them”; furthermore, European aliens could

anticipate improved conditions in their home countries: “[M]any of

them came here because of the oppressive property laws of their na-

tive lands. Now, with a more equitable distribution of land assured,

they are eager to hasten back.”*^^ Howe drew a parallel with the mis-

treatment of African Americans in the Southern states: “|AJs an in-

stance of conditions in the United States, take the migration in the last

few years of hundreds of thousands of negro workers from the South

to the North. Had the South maintained as good working opportuni-

ties as the North this exodus would not have occurred.” Howe en-

visaged not only an exodus of aliens but also restrictions in their

home countries on emigration, resulting, in combination with the in-

ternal migration, in a labor crisis. Immigration was curtailed by the

war period, and it is this falloff in the annual inflow of new European

laborers—replaced by Southerners—that seemed to alarm Howe and

others. It was a development picked up on by African Americans. Eu-

gene Kinckle Jones told the NAACP in 1919 that “we have in this

country an immigration situation directly opposite to that which ex-

isted a few years ago; instead of a large immigration coming into the

country we have three hundred thousand more departures of persons

from our shores than arrival.” He anticipated “another strong call for

Negro labor by the North” and counteractivity “on the part of the

South trying to retain Negro working men and women for work.”’^®



“Frequent Skimmings of the Dross ”
• 161

Both this disruption to Northern industry and the shortage of labor

in the South prompted a disingenuous campaign by Southern white

employers to attract African Americans to return, a strategy exploited

after the postwar riots in 1919 in Chicago. One newspaper story cap-

tures the dual pressures: “such men as Senator Pat Harrison of Missis-

sippi and Congressman John McDuffie of Mobile, Ala, who grew

up surrounded by negroes, who were cared for by the old negro

‘mammies’ and whose parents owned negroes in the days of slavery

and who have employed large numbers of them since reaching man-

hood, heartily indorse [sic] the movement set on foot in Chicago by

Harry D. Wilson, commissioner of agriculture of Louisiana, for the

return of the negroes to the south.” The contrary view was expressed

by a congressman in Chicago “where the most serious race riots re-

cently occurred resulting in the migration of a large number of ne-

groes back to their southern homes, declared that negro laborers are

wanted in Chicago and will be protected from white men.”'^‘

The connection between immigration reform and African Ameri-

cans’ labor market participation was made the centerpiece of a talk

by the commissioner of conciliation at the U.S. Department of Labor

in 1923. Adopting “a colored view of every situation,” Phil Brown

addressed the subject of “The Negro Migrant.” Brown, an African

American, emphasized both the pressure of postwar industrial recon-

struction combined with immigration reform and the persistence of

discrimination.'^’ The close to 610,000 African Americans migrating

to the North between 1917 and 1922 were “classified as emergency

labor, rather than preferred.” The connection with the reduced num-

ber of immigrants was direct: “|T)he Negro is sought to fill the un-

skilled functions of alien labor. To the industries the inclusion of his

labor is an experiment; to him it is the realization of a century of

dreams.

In common with other observers. Brown stressed the deep assimila-

tion or Americanization observable among African Americans: “[A]s

an American, conceived in the continental processes of soul and soil,

the Negro is unsurpassed by the proudest products of our best Ameri-

can antecedents. In all our wars he has borne arms for, but never

against his country. In terms of socializing new workers. Brown

noted that employers and industrialists were principally experienced

in respect to non-Americans organized in “groups controlled by na-

tivity and language and living in ghettos entirely from preference.”

The new Southerners presented a contrast. They posed an equal chal-
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lenge to exclusionary trade unions, since, in Brown’s words, “there is

no organic reason for the exclusion of Negroes from labor unions.

Eugene Kinckle Jones rather hopefully cited Samuel Gompers’s estab-

lishment of an AFL committee in 1 9 1 8 to meet with “a like committee

representing the colored workers to consider and prepare a plan of or-

ganization.”*^^ It would take more than a committee, however, effec-

tively and willingly to encourage local unions to organize black work-

ers; indeed, most adopted exactly the reverse approach.

African Americans and National Origins

Throughout the 1920s, most African Americans engaged politically

with the problem of segregation and the discrimination and racism it

induced or sustained. But this concentration does not mean that the

major immigration debates and legislation of this decade were un-

considered by African American activists or organizations such as

the NAACP. Indeed, at the NAACP’s 1929 annual conference—one of

especial significance, since it celebrated the association’s twentieth

year—reflections on the previous decade’s immigration decisions

were apparent. One author used the national origins legislation en-

acted in the Johnson-Reed Act and by the Quota Commission to illus-

trate the fallacy on which attempts at racial distinction and classificat-

ion rested, a prescient voice in this pre-Nazi era: “[I]t is to be

remembered that race classification in itself is still naive and

untechnical. This is the rock upon which the national origins legisla-

tion to control immigration has foundered.” Anticipating other critics

of racial categories, he noted that “the learned ethnologists do not

know how to divide the races and the layman who acts upon the as-

sumption that race differences can be instinctively sensed follows

merely his uncritical sights, and some fantastic convenient groupings

as ‘African race,’ ‘Bohemian,’ Irish, Canadian race etc.”**^^ The same

author characterized the metamorphosis of identities and the use of

racial categories that were evident in the immigration debate:

lOlnce we heard much of the virtues of the melting pot and the rich heri-

tage which immigrants brought to America. They were needed for

our rapidly expanding industries. The employing whites welcomed them
freely. The middle classes were completely tolerant. It was only in the

lower levels where their labor constituted a competitive factor that the

South Europeans met difficulty. They succeeded the Irish in inheriting

opprobrium. They were the ‘wops,’ ‘dagos,’ ‘guineas,’ to he properly
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shunned. With the war came a new theory of race and as suddenly as

they were taken in they were thrown out of the family of the chosen

races. The intelligence tests proved that they ought to be not only

thrown out but kept out. The new residential sites now excluded not

merely Negroes but members of the Baltic and Mediterranian races.

Another NAACP member, Nannie Burroughs of Washington D.C.,

complemented these points with her excoriation of the prejudice mo-

bilized against both African Americans and immigrants. Burroughs

told the conference that “our country has fought harder to keep men
in physical and moral slavery than any of the so called Christian na-

tions of modern times. America has several millions of Jews, whom
she shuns and scorns; over five million Poles and Czechs whom she

fears and confines to ghettos; great tribes of Indians whom she backs

into the western wilds; Mexicans who arc next door neighbors, whom
she chases across the border; Chinese and Japanese to whom she re-

fuses to sell a foot of ground in the land of the free; European emi-

grants whom she lets in to work; and twelve million Negro citizens

from among whose number she has snatched over four thousand to

tar, feather, and burn alive at the stake. Because “these millions”

were viewed as “problems” rather than “fellow-countrymen to be

cultivated,” for these citizens constitutional rights were irrelevant.

Conclusion

In sum, the immigration legislation enacted in Congress in the 1920s

was far from insignificant to African Americans, as many at the time

recognized: the efforts to exclude certain “undesirable” or “inferior”

European immigrants had direct implications for the position of non-

whites in the United States. Although the treatment of African Ameri-

cans and immigrants was often not commonly associated by policy-

makers in the 1920s, policy toward each expresses two manifesta-

tions of a discriminatory regime—domestically and externally—that

underpinned the assumptions of elite decision-makers in this crucial

decade. In terms of creating inequities with which future policy-mak-

ers would have to grapple, both types of discriminatory policy were

significant. African Americans and American Indians were the two in-

visible communities whose political position was affected detrimen-

tally by the immigration legislation of the 1920s. The former group

had their second-class citizenship reinforced; and the political mobili-
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zation of African Americans in the 1960s confirmed the significance

of the U. S. government’s immigration policy that was enacted in the

1920s in contributing to their unequal citizenship. In dramatically

limiting the number of nonnorthwestern Europeans eligible for immi-

gration, the 1924 law and the 1929 national origins quotas reinforced

the second-class position of African Americans in the U. S. polity.

From 1896 when the Supreme Court legitimated the “separate but

equal” doctrine, segregated race relations had become the norm in the

United States. This doctrine established the marginality of African

Americans; the national origins system of immigration strengthened

it. U.S. immigration policy attempted to end black immigration but in

fact did not do so, as a steady stream of West Indians arrived between

1900 and 1930.1^1

Building on the previous chapter’s analysis of Americanization, the

present chapter has illustrated how the discussion of immigration pol-

icy was premised on a conception of American identity with two key

characteristics: first, the dominance of an Anglo-American, or English

settlers’ descendants, component; and second, the exclusion of Afri-

can Americans from the ingredients of the assimilationist melting

pot process. This was the political and sociological context of the im-

migration law enacted in the 1920s. The Americanization drive of

the 1920s epitomized these pressures, since its activists had a narrow

and an exclusionary conception of American identity. They sought

to “Americanize” those foreigners already present and carefully to

limit the arrival new immigrants. Milton Gordon’s Anglo-Conformity

model of assimilation captures this dynamic, though the reality of this

process was more exclusionary than this theoretical framework rec-

ognizes.

The political success of this dominant group model should not be

underestimated. It is widely entrenched institutionally and culturally,

certainly manifest fifty years later. Thus, Michael Cimino’s accom-

plished post-Vietnam film The Deer Hunter ends memorably with a

forlorn group of characters singing “God bless America” after the

burial of their friend Nick (Christopher Walken). It is a striking con-

clusion to an affecting movie about American identity. The film’s pro-

tagonists live in a Ukranian-American community in steel-producing

Pennsylvania, respecting codes and norms from this white, working-

class ethnic background (recorded in the wedding scene and Ortho-

dox Church services), yet they powerfully convey attachment and
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loyalty to the United States. This version of U. S. identity—a combi-

nation of nationalism and ethnic rootedness—is not the melting-pot

assimilationist dream of the Americanization movement or the pur-

ism pursued by eugenists, but may nonetheless rather more accurately

equate with American reality. It is presumably the ability, or willing-

ness, to believe in a distinct “Americanness” that enables the charac-

ters in The Deer Hunter to retain their patriotism (and that can be

contrasted to the chaos and uncertainties of Terrence Malick’s The

Thin Red Line). In this latter quality, Cimino’s film echoes the often

simple patriotism captured in John Ford’s Westerns (such as My Dar-

ling Clementine or Liberty Valance)., though both versions veer dan-

gerously close to sentimentality (a quality that does not necessarily

invalidate either their poignancy or their popularity), a tendency not

absent from dramatizations of African Americans’ wartime participa-

tion (such as that on the Tuskegee airmen). Nonetheless, these works

are engaging with a white, European conception of American history

and identity, neglecting the United States’s multiple cultures and di-

verse traditions. It is this lacunae that has been addressed in recent de-

cades, since the failure to acknowledge a richer version of U.S. ethnic

and group composition proves increasingly unsatisfactory as either

political analysis or historical record.



CHAPTER SIX

“A Very Serious National Menace”:

Eugenics and Immigration

Racial categories and eugenic arguments were commonplace among
intellectual and political elites in the late nineteenth and early twenti-

eth centuries. Writing in 1912, Leonard Darwin, an activist in British

eugenics circles, described the eugenics project as one that displaced

the “slow and cruel methods of nature” with “some more rational,

humane and rapid system of selection by which to ensure the contin-

ued progress of the race.” He anticipated an “all-wise government”

identifying whom to “prohibit from figuring amongst the parents of

the rising generations” and whom “to encourage to marry.”* In the

United States, this eugenic agenda was closely associated with the for-

mulation of immigration policy in the 1910s and 1920s.

The alleged threat of racial degeneracy stimulated much eugenic re-

search. In the United States, eugenic research was conducted at the

Eugenics Record Office established at the Cold Spring Harbor Labo-
ratory on Long Island, New York, directed by the biologist Charles

Davenport. In 1910, Davenport secured funding from a philanthro-

pist for a dedicated eugenics office at this laboratory.- The office was
well endowed from several sources. Davenport awarded scholarships

to an army of research students and ran summer schools imparting

skills in human heredity and statistical techniques of field research.

Trained researchers collected a copious supply of records on the life

histories and inherited traits of diverse groups and families through-

out the United States.
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Eugenics provided the justification for advocates of sterilization

policy. Sterilization was a mechanism to address inherited “feeble-

mindedness.” Writing the majority decision in the 1927 Buck v. Bell

case, which upheld a Virginia state law permitting sterilization of

Carrie Buck, a “feebleminded” and “moral delinquent,” the U. S. ju-

rist Oliver Wendell Holmes declared that “three generations of imbe-

ciles are enough” and that it was legitimate for the state to prevent the

reproduction of so-called “degenerates. Buck was duly sterilized, as

were many citizens in other American states that enacted comparable

laws.'^ Long-term reduction in the number of such citizens would have

fiscal dividends for society, it was claimed, and would result in a more

robust population.

This eugenic approach is now widely criticized. The limits of its

scientific base and the implications it had for drawing inferences were

insufficiently attended to by Davenport and his colleagues. Although

Davenport was a scientist, his approach suffered from “shallow care-

lessness. Davenport’s “negative eugenics” simply encapsulated, in

Kevles’s view, “in biological language the native white Protestant’s

hostility to immigrants and the conservative’s bile over taxes and

welfare.”^ Nonetheless, the influence of eugenics in U.S. society and of

American eugenists internationally was considerable. For instance,

American eugenists significantly influenced German policy and prac-

tice in the interwar years, as Stefan Kuhl has persuasively docu-

mented. Dr. Harry Laughlin, whose role is discussed later, received,

along with other American scientists, an honorary degree from the

University of Heidelberg in 1936, at a time when the policies of both

Germany and German universities were increasingly criticized in the

United States (by Franz Boas, for instance). Kuhl reports that “despite

his wariness of being regarded publicly as allied with the Nazi govern-

ment, Laughlin was proud of the honorary degree. He received con-

gratulations from several colleagues in the eugenics movement and

was acknowledged in both the German and the American press.

Kuhl documents how American eugenic laws (such as those for steril-

ization and aspects of its immigration policy) were cited approv-

ingly by German eugenists
—

“the Nazi administration referred to the

‘model U. S.’ as playing an important role in shaping its own race pol-

icy”^—and emulated in German legislation. Kevles observes that Cali-

fornian sterilization laws “helped inspire the Nazi measure, which

was passed in 1933.”^
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Eugenic organizations were formed to promote the new science

and its policy proposals. It had a broad political appeal, as Frank

Dikotter underlines: “far from being a politically conservative and

scientifically spurious set of beliefs that remained confined to the

Nazi era, eugenics belonged to the political vocabulary of virtually

every significant modernizing force between the two world wars.’’^^

Eugenists provided advice that was eagerly sought in newly urbanized

and industrialized societies, many of whose members were skeptical

of religious principles and enamored of experts. Exploiting the “pres-

tige of science, political elites cited eugenic research in support of

policies to sterilize selected patients and—as this study illustrates—of

restrictionist immigration based on a purportedly scientific hierarchy

of “races.” Such motives are evident among the eugenists advising on

U. S. immigration policy. This role interacted favorably with the claim

that not just physical traits were reproduced generationally but that

behavior had biological sources. Social Darwinism pandered to this

tenet, with claims about the extent to which the offspring of the poor

or the criminal or the feeble-minded were themselves likely to repro-

duce these parental defects. This approach leads directly into the

family histories undertaken and popularized in the United States from

the 1890s. It resonated among progressive reformers in that country.

But eugenic arguments had pernicious racial implications. Thomas
Gossett rightly observes that “racism thrived as the ideas of biological

evolution began to make themselves felt” in the United States. Natu-

ral selection was viewed as a healthy struggle between nations, indi-

viduals, and races: “this conflict, far from being an evil thing, was

nature’s indispensable method for producing superior men, superior

nations, and superior races. The eugenists’ alarm about racial de-

generation consolidated, in the United States and other countries,

around the popular term “the menace of the feebleminded.” This pri-

ority led to promotion of arguments about sexually segregating, ster-

ilizing or excluding (in the case of immigrants) the “feebleminded.”

Eugenists displayed an illiberal propensity to judge some members
of the community as less worthy of equality of treatment than others.

Such views were arguably logical consequences of the eugenics frame-

work, since eugenists, in Gossett’s words, “did not believe in laissez

faire ... It was around this program o^ increasing the ‘fit’ elements of

the population and decreasing the ‘unfit’ elements that the eugenics

movement developed.”'** Kevles puts the same point more harshly:
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“an unabashed distrust, even contempt, for democracy characterized

a part of eugenic thinking in both Britain and America.” He adds that

“socialist, progressive, liberal, and conservative eugenicists may have

disagreed about the kind of society they wished to achieve, but they

were united in a belief that the biological expertise they commanded
should determine the essential human issues of the new urban, indus-

trial order. The ahistoricism of such characterizations is criticized

by Ian Dowbiggin, who, from his study of psychiatry and eugenics,

argues that psychiatrists were attracted to eugenic research for “pro-

fessional reasons” and that it was the progressive potential that ap-

pealed to them: “they were psychiatrists who found themselves living

in an age of rapid and unnerving change, a time hlled with both prom-

ise and acute uncertainty.” Consequently, “eugenics emerged during

this period as a quintessentially progressive reform.”’^ This defense

may hold for populists but is much less valid in respect to eugenists

such as Laughlin and Davenport, at least as revealed in their ardent

advocacy of selective immigration.

In 1920s America, this “biological expertise” achieved a striking

ascendancy in the making of immigration policy with, for instance,

presidential candidate Calvin Coolidge asserting that “biological laws

tell us that certain divergent people will not mix or blend. Prescott

Hall of the Immigration Restriction League corresponded regularly

with Charles Davenport, and Barbara Solomon observes that “the

activities of the eugenicists converged with those of the restrictionists

and, in the end, left a permanent effect on the anti-immigration move-

ment.”’^ For both Social Darwinians and eugenists, the racial impera-

tive found a focal point in immigration trends of the sort documented

in the Dillingham Commission. It was racism that became the domi-

nant element in post-1918 anti-immigration rhetoric and campaigns,

with racial objections becoming, in Gossett’s judgment, “by far the

most powerful source of objection” to immigrants.^® Eugenics was a

powerful arsenal in this campaign.

The First World War increased racial animosity in the United States

and stimulated the Americanization movement. The years after 1918

were fertile ones for eugenic arguments about inferior and superior

racial stocks, and how the former could be eliminated or controlled.

The wartime period also bequeathed an intelligence test (the I.Q., in-

telligence quotient measure, which was developed in 1912 by William

Stern to compare a person’s mental age with his or her chronological
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age) that was employed by the armed forces to test its recruits. This

test was initially termed the Stanford-Binet measure of intelligence, as

formulated by Lewis Terman. The influence of these techniques in fo-

menting racist views is superbly analyzed by Thomas Gossett, who
concludes that “intelligence testing was to give racist theorizing a new

lease of life—in fact, in the minds of many to make race the crucial de-

terminant of human progress or retrogression.”-* Over 1.7 million

male recruits to the armed forces were tested by a team of psycholo-

gists. Much misrepresentation and inaccurate interpretation followed

the publication of the results of these studies; unquestionably, they

excited alarm about the mental ability of aliens and Americans of for-

eign birth. Since much was made of the impartiality of the tests

and their concentration on innate ability irrespective of background,

Gossett concludes that the U.S. Army studies constituted a “powerful

tool” that “was placed in the hands of the racists.” He emphasizes

further that

the great lesson which many of the psychologists drew from the army

tests was that intelligence is influenced relatively little by environment.

The conclusion readily reached was that great numbers of people—in

fact, the majority—were not capable of benefiting from improved edu-

cation. The Negroes were the farthest removed from any possible hope.

The tests, said Dr Yerkes, “brought into clear relief . . . the intellectual

inferiority of the negro. Quite apart from educational status, which is

utterly unsatisfactory, the negro soldier is of relatively low grade intelli-

gence.” This discovery was “in the nature of a lesson, for it suggests that

education alone will not place the negro race on a par with its Caucasian

competitors.”-^

This rejection, or downplaying, of environmental factors was at odds

with the findings of Franz Boas’s research commissioned by the

Dillingham Commission.

Such harsh assessments fed into a political environment increas-

ingly hostile toward foreigners, particularly those whom eugenists

were able to characterize as of “inferior” stock. Nonwhites, such as

Asians, were already effectively barred from immigration; the debate

now turned to placing controls on those allegedly less desirable Euro-

pean sources of immigrants. Wartime experience gave racial and he-

reditary theories a new legitimacy in the United States, and conse-

quently, as Gossett remarks, the 1920s “became the time when racist

theories achieved an importance and respectability which they had
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not had in this country since before the Civil War.”-^ Eugenics pro-

vided a direct link between racists’ opposition to interracial mixing

and scientific arguments for such beliefs. Thus, Charles Davenport,

director of the Eugenics Record Office, was “probably the most posi-

tive advocate of the theory that race intermixture led to biological ab-

normalities.”^'* But it was his energetic assistant, Harry Laughlin, who
spread this message to immigration policy-makers.

The Eugenic Bases of Exclusion

The national origins scheme, adopted in 1929, represented the con-

vergence of quotidian stereotypes about immigrants and the pseudo-

science propagated by eugenists. Attitudes and prejudices hithertofore

directed toward African Americans were now aligned with the new
immigrants. Patrician and “old stock” American descendants feared

the “racial imbroglio” posed by the new immigrants. Eugenists fa-

vored severe restrictions on immigration as part of a general program

to prevent dilution of the American “race” or “stock.” This issue was

widelv aired. In 1914 both the Medical Societv of New York State and
^ •

the Massachusetts Medical Society complained to the U.S. House of

Representatives Immigration Committee about the failure adequately

to screen immigrants to exclude what each termed the “mentally de-

fective.” The latter body warned of the “direful consequences of their

being allowed to marry and to propagate and so deteriorate the men-

tal health of the Nation. Over a decade later, the president of the

Eugenics Research Association warned Congressman Albert Johnson

of the high fecundity of women immigrants, which affected the “char-

acter of our people.” He added that “it is necessary to protect—as far

as possible—our best stock” from the fecundity of the lower classes

and probable undesirable farrago of races;-^ the Dillingham Commis-

sion had examined this alleged fecundity of the new immigrants,

finding higher average numbers of children borne to women of for-

eign parentage than of those borne to white American women.

Eugenic arguments played a decisive role in transforming the immi-

gration policy from a concern with absolute numbers to one about the

suitability and assimilability of immigrants whether considered indi-

vidually or as families.^** As Garland Allen observes, employing sub-

jective criteria, American eugenists “classed as superior those people

descended from Nordic or Aryan stock or those from wealthy classes.
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Conversely, inferior people were those from eastern European, Medi-

terranean, Asian, African, native American, or Jewish stock, along

with the chronically poor . . The implication was plain: “to Ameri-

can eiigenicists, the old Anglo-Saxon, Nordic stock was in danger of

being swamped by a massive increase in the number of hereditary

degenerates. The legislation implemented from the 1880s already

provided opportunity to restrict the entry of sufferers of mental ill-

ness, and these restrictions were applied by admitting officers. Thus,

between July and December 1922, aside from 3,811 aliens refused ad-

mission because they were likely to become a public charge, 39 were

debarred as “idiots, imbeciles and feeble-minded,” 38 as suffering

from “insanity or epilepsy,” and 18 because they suffered from the

vaguely defined condition known as “constitutional psychopathic in-

feriority.” Two were debarred on grounds of alcoholism.^® However,

in terms of eugenists’ priorities, these categories of ineligibles were

too limited and the numbers excluded risibly small (and as Table 6.1

Table 6.1 Causes of Rejection by U.S. Immigrants, 1907-1917

Cause of Rejection 1909 1912 1914 1917

Idiocy 18 10 14 9

Imbecility 42 44 68 19

Feeblemindedness 121 110 995 224

Insanity (including epilepsy)

Constitutional psychopathic

167 133 197 146

3

inferiority

Likelihood of becoming a 4,458 8,182 15,784 7,893

public charge

Affliction with contagious 2,308 1,674 3,143 1,383

diseases

Affliction with tuberculosis 82 74 114 119

Physical or mental 370 2,288 6,537 1,734

defectiveness

Chronic alcholism 10

Criminality 273 592 755 257
Prostitution and other 323 263 380 510

immorality

Procurement of prostitutes 181 192 254 371

Contract laboring

Inability to read (over age 16)

1,172 1,332 2,793 1,116

391

Source: Derived from Reports of the Department of Labor, 1917, Report of the

Secretary of l.ahor, and Reports of Bureaus (Washington, D.C.: GPO, 1918), p. 126.
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shows, had not grown significantly). And the climate of racist beliefs

fostered in the 1920s implied greater restrictive legislation. This cli-

mate was shared and engineered by, as Gossett writes, both “emo-

tional bigots” such as the Ku Klux Klan and “academic writers on ra-

cial differences,” the latter chiefly responsible for making “racism

respectable.”^’

Eugenic Research and Immigration Policy

The eugenisT^ with the greatest influence on immigration policy dur-

ing the 1920s was Dr. Harry H. Laughlin, who worked at the Eugen-

ics Record Office at Cold Harbor Laboratory. The office was funded

by the Carnegie Institution of Washington, whose administrators

took a positive and financially supportive interest in this eugenics re-

search, including that on immigration,^^ though Laughlin’s eagerness

to establish formal arrangements to collaborate with the State De-

partment, on occasion, exercised the Carnegie Institution.^"’ The Eu-

genics Record Office had been founded in 1910 to establish a data-

base of the American population for eugenic research. Laughlin was

hired by its director, Charles Davenport. Laughlin’s expertise was

subsequently solicited by Congressman Albert Johnson, chairman of

the House of Representatives Committee on Immigration and the

key congressional policy-maker.^*’ Immensely hardworking, Laughlin

made numerous influential presentations to the House Immigration

Committee about the “social inadequacy of aliens” and the formula-

tion of policy to prevent their immigration.^^ Laughlin was employed,

as expert eugenics agent, by the House Committee from April 1920

(until 1931) to research and prepare data about the eugenic character-

istics of immigrants and potential immigrants to the United States,

studies that we will examine in detail. The questionnaires gathering

data for his studies were circulated under the Committee on Immigra-

tion’s “franking privileges,” an entitlement of his expert position.^’’

One of Laughlin’s studies, claiming to find a disproportionate per-

centage of foreign-born people in prisons and asylums, was widely

publicized in 1923.^^ Laughlin described his work to a colleague:

“[W]e are studying, from first-hand sources, immigrant stocks by na-

tionality and specific type of defect—the feebleminded, the insane, the

criminalistic and the like. We are also comparing immigrant nationali-

ties with the older American stock and with other alien races.”"”’

Dr. Laughlin’s"” first major contribution to specifying the appropri-
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ate eugenic bases for a national immigration policy was given to a

hearing before the House Committee on Immigration, in 1920, on

“Biological Aspects of Immigration.” Laughlin, an adroit lobbyist of

his preferred causes,**- used the occasion to rehearse arguments that

were familiar in eugenic circles but that were probably less well-

known to policy-makers or the public. He also introduced the first of

his several documentations about the high public cost of maintain-

ing immigrants who needed professional care or were incarcerated.

This fiscal calculation was a salient strand of eugenic thought in the

1920s.‘*^ Laughlin told the committee that “the character of a nation

is determined primarily by its racial qualities: that is, by the hereditary

physical, mental, and moral or temperamental traits of its people.”

This feature set the agenda for research at the Eugenics Record Office,

which was to assess, by acquiring detailed records from insane hospi-

tals and prisons, the relative importance of heredity and environment

in forming “degenerate Americans. ”***

Congressman Albert Johnson, chairman of the House of Represen-

tatives’s Committee on Immigration, commissioned Laughlin to un-

dertake a series of reports for the committee, which he used as a basis

for the formulation of U.S. immigration policy.**^’ In 1922, Laughlin

produced a 100-page analysis of America’s melting pot; in 1924, he

reported his extensive field research (120 pages) on the main emi-

grant-exporting countries in Europe; and in 1928, he discoursed

(from an 80-page study) on the “eugenical aspects of deportation,”

building on his earlier work. Each of the studies was widely distrib-

uted and discussed. Many sold out several print runs. Eaughlin con-

tinued to appear before the committee after the enactment of the 1924

law; he was summoned, for instance, in 1928 to give his biological

views on Mexican immigration;**^ he also journeyed to Europe on sev-

eral occasions, sometimes as an accredited U. S. immigration agent,

other times at personal expense, to examine the so-called “stock” of

emigrants bound for the United States.'*' Laughlin favored pedigree

studies on immigrants, as he explained to one colleague: “by doing

pedigree work in the field abroad we can judge the family-stock of the

immigrant but, if we let him come in without pedigree study we have

to wait until his children and grandchildren come on before we can

judge his worth.”**** In 1 930 he told the U. S. secretary of labor that the

aim of his trip was “to throw some light upon the biological nature of

the emigrants as breeding stock for future American citizens.”**^ Mad-
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ison Grant and Albert Johnson interceded with the labor secretary to

secure this appointment.

Harry Laughlin’s eugenic research promoted two claims about the

danger of unregulated immigration: first, it posed a fiscal burden be-

cause immigrants were more likely to be “degenerate” than were na-

tive-born Americans and thus to require institutional care; and sec-

ond, were likely to be a racial cost, by diluting the quality of the

national stock. Dilution, in this context, alluded both to degeneracy

resulting from intermarriage and to cultural contamination, dangers

often considered associated.

The Financial Burden of Immigration

A major eugenic theme about immigration throughout the decades af-

ter 1900 was the fiscal burden posed by the disproportionately high

percentage of immigrants in asylums, prisons, and poorhouses. Such

views were regularly aired before congressional committees. The di-

rector of the New York State Hospital System complained in 1924

that of its “41,000 patients, 25 per cent, or over 10,000, are aliens

with no legal claim upon the bounty of the State. Dr. George Kline,

commissioner of the department of mental diseases in Massachusetts,

told Congress in March 1926 that out of 22,000 “defectives” and epi-

leptics in state institutions, “approximately 40 per cent will be found

to be foreign born, and perhaps 55 to 60 per cent will be found to be

of foreign-born parentage.” At any given time, the state had about

130 such immigrants awaiting deportation.^’ Kline emphasized the

public cost of maintaining these inmates: “[Tlhe cost of maintenance

of the insane, both alien and otherwise, is borne almost wholly by the

State. Of course, an attempt is made to collect from the estate or

whatever source we can, but the amount collected by the State institu-

tions for the support of mental cases is relatively small. It is less than

1 1 per cent, and practically nothing from alien insane. Similar evi-

dence was reported about the financial burden of the insane in New
York and other states. From his study of psychiatrists, Ian Dowbiggin

concludes that “the psychiatric consensus was that the laws governing

medical inspection and deportation of immigrants had to be reformed

and vigorously enforced if the country was to avert a crisis in state

charity.”'’^ The House Committee on Immigration heard about the

cases of individual children classified as “mental defectives” at an-

other hearing and the burden they imposed.'’'’ In response to these
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concerns, the 1924 Johnson-Reed Act had imposed a deportation

constraint on immigrants admitted to such publicly funded institution

within five years of settling in the United States (a restriction that

aliens often proved able to sidestep). Eugenists took solace from the

national origins plan, believing it would result in immigrants of a

quality and nationality apposite to the improvement of the “Ameri-

can race.”-*'^

Harry Laughlin presented estimates to the House Immigration

Committee in 1920, about the cost of the maintenance of what were

termed “social inadequate” aliens, composed of ten groups: (1) fee-

ble-minded; (2) insane (including the nervous and psychopathic); (3)

criminalistic (including the delinquent and wayward); (4) epileptic;

(5) inebriate (including drug habitues); (6) diseased (including those

with tuberculosis, the syphilitic, the leprous, and others with chronic

infectious segregated diseases); (7) blind (including those with greatly

impaired vision); (8) deaf (including those with greatly impaired hear-

ing); (9) deformed (including the crippled); and (10) dependent (in-

cluding children and folks in homes, ne’er-do-wells, tramps, and pau-

pers). In case these data were not in themselves sufficient evidence,

Laughlin added an example to support his contention: “[I]n the cen-

sus of 1900, the foreign-born [over ten in age] population of the coun-

try was 19.5 per cent; and they contributed 34.3 per cent of the total

insane population. Now, if that foreign stock was just as good as

the stock already here, it ought to have contributed only 19.5 per

cent.”^' The decision to add “constitutional psychopathic inferiority”

as grounds for nonadmission to the United States won Laughlin’s en-

dorsement since, in his view, the category is a “scrap-basket term . . .

it implies poor stock in the family; and in the particular individual, it

implies degeneracy.” The historian Ian Dowbiggin notes the support

of many psychiatrists for the inclusion of this term, a professional

endorsement that had failed to convince congressmen in 1914: “some

senators were suspicious of assurances that psychiatrists using the

term truly knew what they were talking about.” The psychiatrist

Thomas Salmon’s definition of the term did not entirely allay congres-

sional concerns: “‘a congenital defect in the emotional or volitional

fields of mental activity which results in inability to make proper ad-

justments to the environment’”;^*^ the term was included in the 1917
immigration act, which also established a literacy test.

Laughlin wanted the vague description “general shiftlessness” in-
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corporated legally; his definition rivaled the concept’s generality: “[Iln

every little Italian, or Scandinavian, or English, or Scotch town, there

are village ne’er-do-wells who have not made good among their fel-

lows. That is the type of immigrant which we want to exclude, even if

he can stand up and get by the immigration officials and is able to pass

the reading test, and can pay the head tax and may legally come into

this country; we do not want him anyway. He is poor immigrant

stock. The imprecision of this description and hence the potential

for its uneven application are striking. All such decisions about exclu-

sion and suitability were, in the eugenic scheme, to rest on examina-

tion of family histories by trained experts, of the sort popularized by

Goddard and Dugdale.*^^

The Saturday Evening Post published one of its restrictionist arti-

cles, by Kenneth Roberts, about Laughlin’s report. It stirred up public

alarm. Complaining that permanent legislation had been unduly de-

layed, the journalist reported from Laughlin’s study that “the cost of

supporting these socially inadequate people of alien stock is so great

that nearly 8 per cent of the total expenditures of all the states must be

devoted to their upkeep in state custodial institutions.”^’ The U. S.

Department of Labor made Laughlin’s research the centerpiece of a

memorandum about the enforcement of immigration laws. Advertis-

ing Laughlin as “one of the world’s best known scientists,” the de-

partment reported the results of his survey of “state institutions hous-

ing the feeble-minded, the insane, the criminals, the epileptics, the

inebriates, the chronically diseased, the blind, the deaf, the deformed,

the crippled and the dependent.” Laughlin’s results were disturbing:

“this expert finds that while the foreign born constitute 14.70 per cent

of the nation’s population, they furnish 20.63 per cent of the popula-

tion of these institutions, and that 44.09 per cent of the inmates of

these institutions are either of foreign birth or born of parents of for-

eign birth.” In one large state, “47 per cent of the inmates in that state

of institutions for the care of public dependents are foreign born, and

that 27 per cent of them are still alien. The maintenance of public

dependents consumed 30 percent of that state’s taxes. This theme of

the excessive cost of the “pauper insane and criminal classes” was

hammered home by the eugenic-inspired Immigration Protection

League, which, in Lebruary 1928, proclaimed that the United States

had been “expending approximately 27,000,000 dollars” on such in-

mates’ maintenance.^^
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Laughlin continued to undertake such studies^** and was convinced

that they influenced policy. He modestly observed that “I believe that

these reports to the House Committee have done a great deal toward

molding legislation and governmental policy in the direction of the

eugenical basis for immigration control.

Immigrants and Degeneracy

Eugenists, including Laughlin, worried that the immigration of “infe-

rior” stock would, through interbreeding, erode the quality of the

American people: in a word, it would induce degeneracy. Eugenic in-

vestigators worried about “racial degeneracy” (one conceived of

in terms of “the relative soundness of recent and older immigrant

stocks, the dichotomy formalized by the Dillingham Commission).

Identifying and expunging its sources were defined as a basic aim of

immigration policy.

To explain the principle of degeneracy, Laughlin introduced a three-

fold categorization of the mentally ill. The “feeble-minded” consisted

of three classes:

[T]he lowest are the idiots—the men can not attend to their own wants;

they have to be clothed in dresses, and wear diapers. Then, above the id-

iots, there are the imbeciles, who can not be trained to do ordinary

work; they, too, have to be placed in institutions. Then, above the imbe-

ciles, come the morons. They are the border-line cases; they have the

bodies of adults but the minds of 9 and 10 year old children; they can be

trained to do useful pick and shovel work of a certain type, but they can

not get along in school, no matter how long they attend. Nor do they ac-

quire social responsibility.^^

The appellation “moron” (replaced later by that of “mental defec-

tive”) was new to several of the congressmen, and Laughlin warned

them that “the moron is really a greater menace to our civilization

than the idiot” since the deviousness of the morons enabled them to

evade immigration inspectors; furthermore, the combination of fe-

cundity and few inhibitions made moronic women “highly fertile sex-

ually. Questioned by one congressman as to whether it had been

“scientifically demonstrated” that morons were intrinsically “incapa-

ble of much advancement” even when provided with appropriate care

and opportunity, Laughlin replied in the affirmative, citing Goddard’s

research at Vineland, New Jersey.^*^
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In respect to U. S. immigration policy, Laughlin asserted that “it is

now high time that the eugenical element, that is, the factor of natural

hereditary qualities which will determine our future characteristics

and safety, receive due consideration.”^^ He wanted eugenic tests on

immigrants in their home cities to identify and weed out degenerates.

Furthermore, immigrants had larger families than nonimmigrants:

“the importance of this condition of admission is driven home when
we recall that immigrants are going to add to the breeding stock of the

American people in greater proportion than their immigrant numbers

bear to the total population, because statistics have shown that immi-

grant women are more prolific than our American women. Later in

his testimony, Laughlin returned to these themes, adding a note of ur-

gency: “|B|y setting up eugenical standards for admission demanding

a high natural excellence of all immigrants regardless of nationality

and past opportunities, we can enhance and improve the national

stamina and ability of future Americans. At present, not inferior na-

tionalities but inferior individual family stocks are tending to deterio-

rate our national characteristics. Our failure to sort immigrants on

the basis of natural worth is a very serious national menace.”^-

In defense of the eugenic approach to family records and the search

for “degenerate” forebears, Laughlin cited the cases of the Jukes, Ish-

maels, and Kallikaks families, all of whose dismal life narratives were

aired widely by eugenists in the 1910s and 1920s (though the study of

the jukes by Richard Dugdale dated from 1877). Among eugenists,

these studies were accepted as demonstrations of how “degeneracy”

was passed from one generation to the next. Laughlin claimed that

similar studies of immigrants would permit the prevention of “any de-

terioration of the American people due to the immigration of inferior

human stock. He explained the importance of the findings of the

family histories: “[Y]ou have to recognize the fact that although we

give opportunities in this country, everybody is not educable. This

backwardness is not all due to environment, because our field studies

show that there is such a thing as bad stock . . . while these three fami-

lies IJukes, Ishmaels, Kallikaks] have been famous in magazines and

newspapers, our field workers every month send in case histories that

deal with the same human types and conditions. The lesson is that im-

migrants should be examined, and the family stock should be investi-

gated, lest we admit more degenerate ‘blood’”. The casual use of

terms such as “stock” and “blood” is common in this period and
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among elite policy-makers. Laughlin reported that the Jukes and Ish-

maels were simply the tip of what might be termed the “family degen-

eracy iceberg,” since field workers usually encountered “a great net-

work of degenerate families. The Jukes and the Ishmaels and others

are noted simply because they have been studied. They are members

of degenerate classes, but they are not novel. There are hundreds of

such families. The task is to trace such families to their origin. The

present-day lesson for the Nation and for each State, community and

family is to prevent the entrance of members of such families as hu-

man seed stock. Unlike other students of immigration, eugenists

were interested in the consequences for the American “stock” of im-

migrants, not their economic effects. Laughlin recommended that

“highly specialized and skilled” eugenists be employed as American

consulates to examine immigrants and declare them mentally and

physically fit for a visa. This proposal was rehearsed throughout the

decade and, in part, implemented.

Elsewhere Laughlin criticized the effects of modern institutional

care. Institutionalization prolonged lives of the “weaker” members of

the “stock”: “I think the tenderness with which modern civilization

and charity care for many of its so-called defective classes has been bi-

ologically unfortunate in that it has bolstered up individuals who un-

der a lower civilization would have perished. Laughlin ruminated

worriedly about reproduction in poorhouses where the terminologi-

cally imprecise “almshouse type” was found: “the moron girl that

goes to the almshouse generally gets there because she is pregnant or

has a baby, and as soon as she is able to work again she goes out into

the community, and the next year she comes back and has another

baby.”^^

A class distinction was also imputed to the distribution of mental

deficiencies:

Chairman (Congressman Johnson): are there not some cases where the

moron has nor come from a low family hut has been checked though

disease.^ Laughlin: Yes. That does not show degeneracy of stock, how-
ever. . . It is simply an unfortunate happening or accident to the individ-

ual. Scarlet fever may stop the mental development; hut that does not

show that the individual comes from bad stock. But the average moron
that you find in the institutions has had fair opportunities and has not

been marked with extraordinary diseases, but has brothers and sisters

and cousins and uncles of the same type; it is the stockA^
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Laughlin informed the committee that there was, furthermore, an eth-

nic disparity in the distribution of morons: “in reference to foreign-

ers, one notices, by the names of individuals who are found in institu-

tions, that the lower or less progressive races furnish more than their

quota. The consequences of this pattern for the American race

were serious, as interracial mixing seemed unavoidable to Laughlin.

Laughlin’s analysis of the melting-pot U. S. population looked in

detail at nine categories of “socially inadequate” (that is, feeble-

mindedness, insanity, crime and delinquency, epilepsy, tuberculosis

and leprosy, blindness, deafness, deformity, and dependency), across a

range of nationalities, or what he termed “races.” A more general

definition of the socially inadequate was formulated: “a socially inad-

equate person is one who by his or her own effort, chronically, and re-

gardless of etiology or prognosis, fails in comparison with normal

persons to maintain himself or herself as a useful member of the orga-

nized social life of the State. The “social inadequate,” a “liability of

the State,” attained that condition for a range of reasons: “a socially

inadequate person is one who can not adjust himself as an asset to the

social organization; consequently he has to be taken care of by soci-

ety, either by commitment, voluntarily or involuntarily in an institu-

tion, or by outside charity, or at home as a burden, by his own fam-

ily.” Laughlin was entranced with the cost-benefit analogy: “social

inadequacy is a double debit: not only do the inadequates not pull

their own weight in the boat, but they require, for their care, the ser-

vices of normal and socially valuable persons who could well be em-

ployed in more constructive work.”*^* Pecuniary calculation was in-

deed a guiding principle of eugenics.

For the melting-pot study, Laughlin derived a set of predictions

(termed quotas) from the 1910 census about what number of each na-

tionality should—on a normal distribution—be found in state institu-

tions (about each of which data were collected for January 1, 1921).^-

Analyzing a huge database, Laughlin suggested that the “outstanding

conclusion” of his analysis was that “making all logical allowances

for environmental conditions, which may be unfavorable to the immi-

grant, the recent immigrants, as a whole, present a higher percentage

of inborn socially inadequate qualities than do the older stocks.

From the data he singled out a number of European countries that

vastly exceeded their predicted quotas and were guilty of “dumping”

their socially inadequate on the United States. In respect to insanity.



182 • Defining Americans

these included Russia, Finland, Poland, Ireland, Bulgaria, and Turkey

(findings consistent with the Dillingham Commission’s researches).

Some results surprised the committee but were glibly explained by the

eugenist. For instance, on the measure of dependency, African Ameri-

cans were the lowest, a finding counterintuitive to perceptions of this

group’s social inadequacy. Chairman Albert Johnson’s formulation

—

that “in other words, their conditions of living are so low that de-

pendence does not show itself”—was endorsed by Laughlin, who ap-

pended his own gloss: “in the United States, represented principally

by the South, the American negro fulfills his quota in dependency in

institutions by only 25.27 per cent but here, as in other types of social

inadequacy other than crime, the dependent or inadequate negro is

taken care of by the plantation.” Such ad hoc explanation does not in-

spire confidence in this scientific framework. At the other extreme, the

Irish in America were found to have a high dependency ratio, again

best accounted for by stereotypes rather than evidence: “[Tjhe Irish

have shown a quota fulfillment astoundingly high, 633.53 per cent.

They are not thrifty, as a racial group in the United States; drink and

dissipation were common, so that in many cases, especially in old age,

their economic status was so low that many of them were thrown on

the resources of the State. That the data might have been flawed

was not considered by Laughlin.

Laughlin’s calculations were criticized (mostly by supporters of a

more open immigration policy); in particular, his early estimates of

aliens in state and federal prisons and asylums were challenged.

Laughlin’s researchers surveyed 445 of the total 657 such institutions.

Congressman Johnson was fiercely defensive of the value of

Laughlin’s study and of the accuracy of its content: “[W]e were able,

as Dr. Laughlin states, to secure returns from 445 out of 657, and ev-

ery return, it should be borne in mind, required a great deal of volun-

tary research on the part of the institutional authorities. It was a first-

hand survey in nature and extent never before undertaken among the

eleemosynary institutions of the country.”^'' Laughlin subsequently

presented to the committee new data from public institutions, which

he argued confirmed his earlier analysis. In general, Laughlin’s re-

searches were subject to little scrutiny, though there were criticisms

voiced about the purposes to which these eugenic findings were put.

As Matthew Jacobson points out, several critics in Congress in the
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1920s questioned why such efforts were expended to demonstrate the

inferiority of certain immigrants. Such anxieties did not deflect the

eugenic thrust in restrictionist legislation, however, or interrupt the

stream of research reports from Laughlin and his colleagues.

One critic, H. S. Jennings, who was a professor at Johns Hopkins

University, was sympathetic to eugenic research but alarmed by the

political use made of Laughlin’s analyses. Although the argument in

favor of the 1890 census over the 1910 census (as the basis for na-

tional origins calculations) seemed valid to Jennings, the case for it

“drawn from Laughlin’s studies seems to me clearly illegitimate.”*^'

Jennings tendered his resignation from the Eugenics Society, believ-

ing that “this was not a good connection for me, as a worker in pure

science.” Professor Irving Fisher, chairman of the Eugenics Society’s

committee on immigration, in responding to Jennings, conceded the

inaccuracy of Laughlin’s statistical analysis***^—excusing its employ-

ment by the Eugenics Society as a result of a deadline pressure—but

justified by the organization’s influence on immigration policy:

“[0]ur committee [of the Eugenics Society] did succeed in getting into

the public consciousness the important principle of sifting immigrants

about eugenics. In the end, that idea however much it failed, in first

trial, is more likely to win now that the thought is being held by mil-

lions of people who never thought of it before. Other criticisms

were usually cavalierly dismissed. As Elliott Barkan observes, in gen-

eral Laughlin’s researches and arguments received remarkably little

scrutiny: despite Laughlin’s periodic testimonies before Congress, “al-

most no one challenged him.”^’ And Thomas Gossett, acknowledging

that scientific racism had begun to dissipate fundamentally by the

end of the 1920s, remarks “one can hardly help wondering—now
that the claims of the racists are widely recognized as having little or

no scientific backing—why the opposition to racism was so long in

developing. Were not the effusions of nineteenth-century racists, for

example, extreme enough to call for a more sober scrutiny among se-

rious thinkers?”^^ It is a pertinent question. But acceptance of eu-

genic-type arguments was not unique to the United States, and it took

the horror of Nazism finally to implode this pseudoscientific doctrine.

The eugenists’ very use of scientific language and claim to expertise

insulated them against potential critics, as Frank Dikotter notes: “de-

fenders of eugenic reforms rested their case on scientific arguments.
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which few opponents had the intellectual means to combat. And
considering recent scholarship on eugenics, Robert Nye notes that

such research illuminates the “sheer complexity of the scientific and

political issues at the heart of the eugenic movement”; he adds that

“in view of these contradictions, many of which deepened in the 20s

and 30s, the one thing on which all eugenicists of good will could

agree was that ‘like produces like.’”^"^ And indeed, rejection of eugen-

ics by scientists in the 1930s did not occur simply for scientific reasons

but reflected also political anxiety about its implications.^^

Eugenics and the Selection of Immigrants

The upshot of Laughlin’s researches, together with that of other

eugenists, was a blueprint for U. S. immigration policy that was influ-

ential with policy-makers in the 1920s. Eugenists wanted much
tougher selection procedures for the admission of immigrants, proce-

dures that would utilize eugenic “family history” studies to identify

signs of explicit or latent “degeneracy” in migrants and to exclude

weaker “members of the stock.” As Laughlin explained, “in our fu-

ture immigration legislation it will be necessary to include the element

of family history or biological pedigree, if we are to improve the

American human stock by immigration.” The federal government

had a pivotal role in such selective breeding: “the surest biological

power, which the Federal Government now possesses to direct the fu-

ture of America along safe and sound racial channels is to control the

hereditary quality of the immigration stream.

Laughlin argued that the instrument of national origins quotas for

admitting immigrants had to be combined with “selection based on

family stock quality.”^" This biological principle was much more im-

portant, he asserted, than either the United States’s economic needs

or its place as an asylum for the persecuted: “the economic and asy-

lum factors have not disappeared but are relatively unimportant com-

pared with the dominating biological principle. Laughlin urged an

extension of the eugenic principles first included in immigration pol-

icy in 1917: “|I]f ‘America is to remain American’ we shall have

to perfect the principle of selective immigration based upon high fam-

ily stock standards. By national eugenics we shall have to correct the

errors of past national policies of immigrants, but by new statutes
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which are sound biologically we can cause future immigration to im-

prove our native family stocks. In 1924, Laughlin urged the House
Immigration Committee urgently to establish a new commission to

undertake fresh biological studies of immigrants: “the principal in-

struction to the commission should be to keep constantly in mind the

future benefit to the American people, as a unit, based upon the im-

provement of the hereditary qualities of family stocks in accordance

with American ideals.”*®^ Laughlin contended that only a proper eu-

genic policy could forestall degeneracy of a race: “institutionalization

is the immediate palliative, but national eugenics is the long-term cure

for human degeneracy.

From 1924, U. S. inspectors had a significant role in vetting poten-

tial immigrants in their home country, a procedure Laughlin wanted

strengthened (though it is unlikely that questionnaire results could

predict accurately which individuals would become public charges).

Laughlin and the House Committee linked the improvement of these

mechanisms directly with the need to reinforce eugenic principles in

immigration policy:

Laughlin: The time will come when this country will have to face, more

courageously than it has at the present time, the matter not only of race

and of individual quality, but also of pedigree or family stock, and we
will have to face boldly and courageously the matter of race. It is a mat-

ter of conservation of nationality. After the Chinese exclusion act, the

greatest step that the American people took in relation to the nationality

of race was, of course, the quota laws of 1 92 1 and 1 924. It is now clear

that the country has in its recent legislation entered definitely upon the

biological basis, a farsighted policy, of immigration control.

Chairman Johnson: The mere fact that we have a 2 per cent quota law is

a long step in the right direction.

Laughlin: Yes, sir.

Johnson: And you think it led us to the conclusion that we ought to

weed out within the 2 per cent, or any other per cent we have?

Laughlin: Yes, sir.

Congressman John Box (TX-D): In your opinion, what would he the ul-

timate result upon the people of America and upon the country if we
should continue indefinitely the policy that had controlled us prior to

the enactment of the 2 per cent law?

Laughlin: The racial constitution of the ultimate American would, be-

fore many generations, be very different from the American of to-day. It

would he certain in time to upset our ideals of law and government, and
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it would cause also a severe social upset. Out social ideals would be

changed because the fundamental instincts of the people would be dif-

ferent. They might be better, but they would be different, most probably

inferior.

Box: I want to have the opinion stay in the record.

Laughlin: I will be very glad to have it stay.*®^

Without having strict controls on immigrants, monitoring their

mental health from the time of their arrival, and deporting those who
fell victim to some of the “socially inadequate” flaws, Laughlin as-

serted that “immigration will tend to work not toward the improve-

ment but toward the degeneration of the American people. He
told the American Eugenics Society that “eugenical principles alone

should constitute the basis for our future immigration laws and

rules. Laughlin was exercised by the alleged racial degeneration of

the “American stock” as a consequence of inappropriate immigra-

tion. Referring to the increasing proportion of so-called “new” com-

pared with “old” immigrants, he reflected that “unless the source of

its immigrants be of a constant race and quality, no nation can suffer

many such turnovers in population origin and retain its essential

character.

On the basis of a six-month field research to eleven European coun-

tries, lo^ Laughlin devised ambitious plans for a selection policy. This

proactive strategy was designed not only to preclude admission of the

“undesirable” immigrant but also to establish a basis for selecting

immigrants who would be “a valuable addition to our national family

stocks. ”10'’ He combined this advocacy with characterizations of

the apolitical work of a scientist such as himself: “a scientific study

which has a bearing upon current political issues is always conducted

under the greatest difficulty; but the scientist must, nevertheless,

confine himself to facts and their analysis and must take into consid-

eration only criticisms of scientific work.”ioi^ This was a somewhat
unconvincing juxtaposition of advocacy and impartiality. Asked ex-

plicitly in Congress whether the immigrant from northern Europe was

more attractive than the immigrants from southern and eastern Eu-

rope, Laughlin declined to give an unequivocal response. However, it

was difficult, as Laughlin’s questioner Congressman Dickstein im-

plied, not to draw this conclusion from both the data presented and

the premises explicated in Laughlin’s scientific research.

Laughlin identified some of the traits that these preadmission ques-
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tionnaires and tests would be designed to elicit, qualities of a “biolog-

ical order,” about which it was “possible to make biological studies

. . . and to make our sifting of the immigrant stream more effective

by eliminating those applicants in whom the undesirable traits are

disclosed.”’®'^ The qualities were “truth-loving”; inventiveness and

initiative; industry and common sense; the “quality of responsibility”;

and social instinct, the “natural sense of a square deal.” Mirroring

eugenists in other countries. Laugh 1 in wanted to move from a nega-

tive eugenic base in immigration policy—that is, one designed merely

to “eliminate the defectives”—to a positive and proactive one that se-

lected desirable immigrants according to agreed-on eugenic criteria:

“in brief, besides the quota limitation of the law of 1921 and the

causes for rejection enumerated in the law of 1917, our future laws, if

the country is to be protected against inferior immigrants and is to se-

lect and welcome superior strains, should provide by statute for the

determination of individual and hereditary qualities by requiring

modern pedigree examination in the home territories of the would-be

immigrant.””®

In 1928, Laughlin reported on eugenics and deportation, using a re-

cent survey of the “socially inadequate” located in 684 state and

federal prisons and asylums (of a total of 688 such institutions). He
aimed to compare the relative proportions of deportable and

nondeportable foreign-born inmates. Deportation was the “last line

of defense against contamination of American family stocks by alien

hereditary degeneracy.’”” The 684 institutions disaggregated into 53

for the “feeble-minded”; 173 for the insane; 203 for criminals and de-

linquents; 12 for epileptics; 82 for tuberculosis sufferers; 1 for the lep-

rous; 42 for the blind; 30 for the deaf; 5 for the deformed or crippled;

and 87 for dependents. Collectively they held 74,184 foreign-born in-

mates in 1925 and 1926, a testimony to the failure of immigration

policy, in Laughlin’s view: “|I|f our immigration laws had worked as

was intended, none of the present 74,184 inmates would have been

admitted. But our first lines of defense were so broken by the alien at-

tack that over 70,000 inadequates were found.””’ Table 6.2 summa-

rizes the findings. The range of “problems” included is notable. For

Laughlin the figures signaled an unacceptable failure of immigration

policy, for which “the principal remedy would seem to provide for

more thorough examination into the individual and family histories

of the would-be immigrant.
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Table 6.2 Institutional Inmates, 1925-26

Number of

Institutions

Native-Born Foreign-Born

Type Number Percentage Number Percentage Total"'

Feeble-minded 53 36,347 84.2 1,602 3.71 43,167

Insane 173 148,484 60.43 53,986 21.97 245,724

Criminalistic 200 85,057 78.76 11,224 10.39 107,996

Epileptic 12 7,391 72.52 749 7.39 10,192

Tubercular 82 13,478 74.85 2,608 14.48 18,006

Leprous 1 143 73.33 52 26.67 195

Blind 42 5,684 93.06 130 2.13 6,108

Deaf

Deformed

29 6,382 91.84 57 1.82 6,949

and crippled 5 662 75.48 16 1.82 877

Dependent 87 21,254 54.28 3,746 9.57 39,155

Total 684 324,882 67.91 74,170 15.50 478,369

Includes 79,317 (16.58%) for whom nativity was unknown.

Source: Derived from “The Eugenical Aspects of Deportation,” hearings before the Committee on

Immigration and Naturalization, HR, 70th Congress, 1st Session, February 21, 1928, p. 6.

In practice, few foreign-born inmates in these institutions were

deported, although many were eligible for expulsion. In 1925, 4 per-

sons were deported for “feeble-mindedness” out of 1,612 eligible for

expulsion. Therefore, the United States needed to “deport defective

aliens in greatly increased numbers,” in Laughlin’s view; the United

States’s “liberal” deportation laws were “administered with great

charity and considerable laxity.

Laughlin wanted three criteria, which would reflect these eugenic

imperatives, to be added to the immigration policy: first, a higher in-

telligence level standard for immigrants; second, a rigorous family

stock test; and third, a restriction to white races only (something al-

ready in the law).*'^ He envisaged a questionnaire requirement for

potential immigrants to the United States, on which they would sup-

ply information about their individual history, physical examination,

mental and educational examinations, and “family stock” values (se-

cured by a “eugenic study of 15 or 20 of the near kin”). Laughlin had

high expectations about the value of this investigation into potential

immigrants’ family lineage:

lB|y means of these short pedigree studies, it is possible to throw some
light upon the character of the individual, or enough to determine, much
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more surely than is done by personal examination alone, whether the in-

dividual is sound, whether he is likely to become a “waster,” whether he

is of good stock, and from the soundness, initiative, natural intelligence,

respect for law and order, industry, and the like, of his near kin, whether

he would probably make a desirable addition to the population of the

United Statesd’^

Laughlin proposed a national registry of aliens, to “follow up the

immigrant’s process of naturalization and Americanization,”*’^ a pro-

posal dovetailing eugenics with the Americanization movement. Es-

pousal of the need for such a national registry illustrates how the pur-

ported scientific interests of eugenists converged with more political

or nationalist ends: “a national registry of aliens would not only pro-

tect the Nation against anti-social conduct on the part of aliens whose

interest in becoming Americans proves to be lacking but this service

would make also the deportation of aliens who show certain anti-so-

cial qualities a feasible administrative possibility.” In addition, aliens

falling victim to mental illness could be targeted, thereby ensuring

that “the country would be protected against reproduction by these

racially defective aliens.””^ The mobilization of science for political

judgments and ends is plain here. Since the “descendants of immi-

grants” would form the United States’s “future citizenry,” Laughlin

intimated that “we should therefore make the possession of desirable

natural qualities one of the conditions for the admission of sexually

fertile individuals.”*’** Such leitmotivs dominated the discussion of im-

migration policy throughout this decade. Sufferers of mental illness

(and other illnesses) were not treated as equal citizens. Eugenists be-

lieved that, in respect to race-mixing, certain groups were immiscible.

The National Eugenics Society’s subcommittee on selective immi-

gration issued a report about screening prospective immigrants in

their country of departure. It was an arrangement supported by Secre-

tary of Labor James J. Davis (one of the three commissioners charged

with determining quotas after the 1924 law and a keen

Americanizer). “Erom the point of view of national eugenics,” the re-

port’s authors advanced the argument for inspection of immigrants.*^*

Much of the report’s content was confined to addressing arcane as-

pects of international law in order to establish a right to inspect immi-

grants in the departing country. Nonetheless, eugenists wanted the

powers of examination of potential immigrants greatly expanded:

“we believe that it would be entirely proper to demand that he [the

immigrant) produce reliable witnesses to support his own statements.
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even to the extent of demanding medical and other expert testimony

to the effect that he is mentally and physically up to the standard re-

quired by our laws and that he belongs to sound family stock.

They wanted to exclude immigrants who failed to equate with Ameri-

can physical, mental, and moral attributes, an aim that necessitated a

“knowledge of his family as well we as his individual history.”

These proposals were consistent with those of Laughlin.

The Eugenics Committee maintained that established inspection

procedures were inadequate as demonstrated by the prevalence of im-

migrants in prisons and poorhouses: “[Tjhere is an altogether undue

proportion of aliens and of persons of foreign birth in our penal and

eleemosynary institutions. Particularly is this true with regard to the

criminal and the insane who, theoretically, are barred by our laws

from entry into the United States if the defect exists at the time of

their arrival. Inspection officers needed more information about

the mental condition of immigrants in order to exclude these undesir-

able aliens. The research of Harry Laughlin was cited in support of

these assessments, notably his claim that incidences of “latent insan-

ity” among immigrants were unacceptably high, justifying additional

background research: “without the personal history of the immigrant

and of his near kin there can be no certainty of discovering latent

physical and mental defects.” Laughlin recommended acquiring addi-

tional information about immigrants in four categories: “(1) concern-

ing the immigrant’s individual history. (2) Physical qualifications. (3)

Mental and educational qualifications. (4) The pedigree of the near

kin of the immigrant. There was preference for such examinations

to be conducted in the United States, however, rather than overseas,

because of the belief that U.S. inspection facilities were superior, par-

ticularly for detecting latent diseases.

Laughlin pursued eugenic research until his death in 1943. He pre-

pared a report in 1939 on “biological aspects of immigration,” for

the New York City Chamber of Commerce’s immigration committee.

The report echoed his earlier themes about racial qualities and mar-

riage. Lrom the late 1920s, he devoted increasing attention to the

registration of aliens, often being supported by the Immigration Ser-

vice at the U. S. Department of Labor,'’^ and to Mexican immigration.

In the 1930s, the role of immigration as a contributor to unemploy-

ment was examined, though many of the so-called “unemployables”

were not immigrants’’^ and the restrictive legislation excluded most

immigrants.
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Other Eugenists and Immigration Policy

Laughlin was the most energetic and influential, hut not the only,

eugenist advising the House Committee on Immigration. Congress-

man Albert Johnson solicited views from eugenists. He was elected

president of the Eugenics Research Association in 1923.^^^ Because

Johnson was an ardent supporter of the national origins plan, eu-

genists saw in him a well-placed and dependable ally. The American

Eugenics Society established a Committee on Selective Immigration in

the mid-1920s, a proposal for which Charles Davenport had aired ten

years earlier. Leading committee members included Harry Laughlin

and Francis Kinnicutt. The committee praised the national origins

policy as the “most scientific, soundest in principle and fairest to all

elements in the population of any method of quota limitation which

yet has been proposed.” It ensured that immigrants who were de-

scended from colonists and early settlers would be treated preferen-

tially. The committee sought greater selectivity in the assessment of

potential immigrants to ensure admission of “only those who are su-

perior to the median American in mental endowment as far as this is

shown by approved psychological tests.” Immigrants were to be ex-

amined medically in their countries of origin before departing and

should ideally he subjected to “consideration of the hereditary history

of all aliens proposing to emigrate to this country.

In 1924, Robert DeC. Ward, a Harvard professor and member of

the Immigration Restriction League, wrote President Calvin Coolidge

to declare that “in signing the immigration hill you have approved

one of the most important measures which has ever been put upon

our statute books. You have done a very great service to the country.

You have lived up to the words of your Message of last December,

that America must he kept American. The Immigration Restric-

tion Association assiduously maintained pressure not to abandon the

national origins scheme enacted in 1924, circulating a thirty-page

pamphlet entitled “National Origins and American Immigration,” to

all members of Congress in late 1928. It was written by Edward R.

Lewis, a member of the league’s executive committee.

An important influence on Johnson and his committee was Captain

John B. Trevor, whose views overlapped with those of eugenists.

Johnson and Trevor worked closely in the period before and after the

enactment of the 1924 legislation, consulting on the drafting of hills

and responding to amendments. Enclosing a plan for the “ultimate
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elimination of immigration,” Johnson told Trevor in 1927 that the

National Origins proposition “has been a thorn in the flesh of this

Committee.” Johnson added that the “discussion over National Ori-

gins has given final proof of the futility of attempting to maintain na-

tional unity or to develop as a Nation in the face of Nationalistic

groups.”'^"’ Lothrop Stoddard, eugenist and author of The Rising Tide

of Color against White Supremacy, wrote Johnson that the “Immigra-

tion Act of 1924 is the second great turning point in America’s na-

tional and racial destiny. Stoddard, a Harvard law graduate who
took a Ph.D. there in 1914, argued that the white races, especially

the Nordics, were being weakened by interracial mixing. Thomas

Gossett judges Stoddard as “one of the most active propagandists for

racism” ever active in the United States. Another eugenist, Norman
B. Livermore, encouraged Johnson to remain steadfast on national or-

igins: “I am satisfied from my own studies of racial problems and eu-

genics that such a move [rescinding national origins] would be a very

great backward step and open the flood gates again to an enormous

lot of subnormal people, who are in the long run but a great liability

to this country.

Henry Fairchild, a sociologist and the author of The Melting-Pot

Mistake, was another intellectual concerned with the racial degen-

eration posed by immigrants. He praised the system of national ori-

gins admission because of its rejection of the melting-pot approach.*'^®

Gossett observes that “one detects in him a dislike for certain ethnic

groups, particularly for the immigrants from southern and south-

eastern Europe,”

a

disposition he must have shared with other

restrictionists. Of unregulated immigration, with no attention to the

characteristics of the new migrants, Fairchild was scathing: “[I]t took

fifty years of vigorous teachings to produce the first federal action in

the exclusion of the undesirable classes . . . We today are reaping the

benefits of the failure of what was called the ‘liberal spirit’ two gener-

ations ago; and can you imagine what the situation would be in the

United States today if that so-called liberal side had won out.”*"^^

Despite eschewing calculations of racial superiority and inferiority,

Fairchild opposed mixing of the races: “[W]e have nearly sixteen mil-

lion both of whose parents are foreign born, and we have another

seven or eight million, one of whose parents is foreign born. I wonder
if that is not as much foreign mixture as we need to lend to this alleged

variety and richness to our population for a given time to come.”'^^ In
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addition to his worries about racial mixing, Fairchild argued that im-

migration had detrimental consequences for the United States’s “na-

tional unity,” threatening the country’s “distinct national existence.”

He elaborated, saying that “nationalities, you know, is a very differ-

ent thing from race, although they are very frequently misused. Race

is a biologic fact. Nationality is a social or spiritual class, and the

menace of the immigrant, in my opinion, is fully as much a menace to

our national unity as it is to our racial purity or the hope of its be-

ing. These remarks illustrate how much the debates of the 1920s

were about the distinctions that eugenists drew among the white na-

tionalities. Fairchild keenly endorsed the national origins framework.

Despite the immense difficulties in statistically determining the ac-

curate quotas, Fairchild concluded that “the national origins principle

is the only basis for the restriction of immigration yet proposed that is

entirely sound in theory, invariably fair to all groups concerned, and

defensible by obvious logic as a feature of a permanent immigration

law.’’^'^'* Fairchild maintained that assimilation was harder because the

most recent immigrants were not descendants of those he called na-

tive Americans. The change was a dramatic one: “[T]he American na-

tionality was in all essential respects closely akin to the English na-

tionality, and not far remote from the nationalities of the countries of

northwestern Europe. To-day, the immigrants represent as diverse and

inharmonious nationalities as are to be found among all the branches

of the white race.” These latter groups “find assimilation hardly even

a remote possibility.”'"^^ Such views echoed the conclusions of the

Dillingham Commission. Even after the Second World War, Fairchild

harbored doubts about the suitability of some peoples to imbibe dem-

ocratic values and institutions.'"^^

Conclusion

The making of American immigration policy in the 1920s arose from

a multiplicity of pressures, including economic interests, racism, eth-

nic cleavages, and eugenic propositions.'"^" The close relationship es-

tablished between the eugenic proselytiser Dr. Harry Laughlin and

the chairman of the House Committee on Immigration, Congressman

Albert Johnson, demonstrates the direct representation that eugenic

research and arguments established in Congress. As the next chap-

ter shows, the national origins plan, together with the preceding



/ 94 • Defining Americans

quota scheme and literacy tests, incorporated a eugenic influence by

differentiating between prospective immigrants. Although the quota

scheme established in 1921 can perhaps be interpreted as a reasonable

policy response to a difficult question (and the resolution of which

would inevitably upset some citizens), even though eugenic support

for it was considerable, the shift to national origins appears in a dif-

ferent light, since its premises were rooted unequivocally in issues of

race and difference. As Fitzgerald argues, this shift introduced a new

language into immigration policy reflecting the influence of racial

and eugenic ideas. Restrictionists in the decades culminating in 1929

shared a consensus about the evils of immigration: “|P]opular opin-

ion held that people born in America, especially those of Anglo-Saxon

or Nordic stock, were the nation’s unique source of strength. Immi-

gration was diluting that strength. As these foreigners became less

similar to previous immigrants, however, the terms of these objec-

tions shifted from a concern over religion and morality to one of

scientifically justified assertions about genetic inferiority. . . Genetic

rationalization became an administrative goal.”^'^^ It was this last

claim that dominated the debate over immigration in the 1920s, a re-

markable achievement for scientists and their expertise. Ian

Dowbiggin also pinpoints eugenic pressure in the consolidation of the

1921 quotas three years later: “[BJecause of pronounced opposition

from the transportation companies and industry, the 1921 act proved

to be only a temporary measure. The eugenicists, fearing that this na-

tional origins test might not last long, mobilized quickly to introduce

new legislation. Their efforts were rewarded by the 1924 Immigration

Act,”^^^ which as the next chapter reports, both reduced the number

of immigrant places and tied them to the 1920 census.

For eugenists the legislation of the 1920s was a triumph. Writing at

the passage of the 1924 law, the committee’s Eugenics Expert, Harry

Laughlin, declared that, as a consequence, the American nation “un-

less it takes a very great backward step, is now committed to the bio-

logical or eugenical basis for its immigration policy.” He explained

the eugenic significance of the policy:

[W]ithin this policy there are three factors in selection; first, the total

niimher to be admitted in any year; second, the distribution of this num-
ber among foreign nations, in accordance with an American formula;

and third, the sifting out of would-he immigrants within the quotas in
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accordance with two standards—first, high individual mental, physical

and moral worth, including the possession of American ideals of the

American race, and second, adding to this individual standard the re-

quirement which calls for sound pedigree or family-stock values. These

are, of course, only the boldest outlines.

These “boldest outlines” made an indelible impact on the United

States’s immigration policy and on its politics. For the scholar Mat-

thew Jacobson, the eugenic presence in the 1920s legislation is both a

historical manifestation of racial categorization and the construction

of such categories, observable in different guises in earlier periods. Ja-

cobson writes that “the exclusionary logic of the 1924 legislation rep-

resented not a new deployment of race in American political culture,

but merely a new refinement of how the races were to be defined for

the purposes of discussing good citizenship.”’’’’

This conclusion, although a useful corrective to the danger of

ahistorical consideration of the 1920s, underestimates the peculiar le-

gitimacy achieved by scientific racist theories, including eugenic

ones, that occurred in this decade and that was manifest in the power-

ful international eugenic community. That such arguments fitted so

comfortably into the United States’s political circumstances (and its

Anglo-Saxon-biased melting-pot ideology) and were exploited to con-

struct legislation appeasing identifiable constituencies, certainly ex-

poses the historical openness of the United States to such racialist

frameworks. But eugenics had a distinctive appeal that was based in

the convergence of its alleged scientific authenticity with populist rac-

ist stereotypes, which, in the hands of unreflecting promoters such as

Laughlin, enabled it to influence legislation. The assumptions about

types of immigrants and racial calibrations, embodied in the Johnson-

Reed Act, formalized the views that had dominated political rhetoric

and debate since the late nineteenth century.
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Legislating Americans





CHAPTER SEVEN

Enacting National Origins

The Johnson-Reed Immigration Act (1924)

Despite the enactment of a literacy test in 1918, the pressures to limit

the number of immigrants arriving in the United States did not cease,

and the publication of the 1920 census demonstrated continued pop-

ulation growth from immigration.* Proponents of restriction returned

to the battle with renewed vigor after the First World War and suc-

ceeded in getting Congress to enact quota-based limits on immigra-

tion in 1921. This achievement set the stage for the struggles over im-

migration that characterized the 1920s, manifest in both the 1924

Johnson-Reed law and in the adoption in 1929 of a national-origins-

based quota system.

President Calvin Coolidge gave a restrictionist message—broadly

endorsing an “America is for Americans” rhetoric—to the Congress

in December 1923. It was a prelude to the 1924 law. The Immigration

Restriction League urged him to remain steadfast.- Congressman

John Cable congratulated President Coolidge on his efforts “to stop

the seepage of aliens” entering the U. S. and recommended a larger

appropriation for the immigration office.-'* The U. S. Department of

Labor maintained that there were “millions of unnaturalized [immi-

grants], outside of the unnaturalizable races,” who were living unde-

tected."* It wanted tougher enforcement laws and increased funding

for inspectors. Both the association of some immigrants with anar-

chism (manifest in the discovery of bombs in May 1919, including

one outside the Attorney General’s house) and labor conflict galva-
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nized anti-immigrant sentiments. Alleged communists were arrested

and deported. In 1921, Congress, overturning a presidential veto,

imposed a temporary limitation on new immigrants from Europe that

was organized in terms of nationality quotas. Immigrants could

constitute only 3 percent of their country’s extant population in the

United States as counted in the census of 1910; total immigration was

restricted to 357,000 per annum. The prospect of tens of thousands of

poor Europeans, victims of the postwar economic crisis, arriving in

the United States unleashed anti-immigrant sentiment. The congres-

sional debate about the potential immigrants was heated, providing

ample ballast for the prejudiced and stigmatizing characterization of

the “new” type of immigrant, castigated by the Dillingham Commis-

sion. Terms such as “barbarian hordes” or “alien flood” found gener-

ous use in Congress. Commissioner General of Immigration W. W.

Husband found himself in Congress, defending modifications to the

national quotas.'’

Two preliminary points about the decisions made in the 1920s re-

quire specification. Eirst, the debate was concerned exclusively

with Europeans and with divisions among Europeans. The demarca-

tions drawn between northwestern European immigrants (deemed de-

sirable) and southeastern European immigrants (largely unwelcome)

were set in this period. The eugenic arguments focused principally on

Europe, since a whites-only policy was assumed. Indirectly this focus

contributed to the marginalization of nonwhites in U.S. politics.

Second, the National Origins formula enacted at the end of the

1920s had as a model the exclusionary measures previously adopted

toward Chinese and Japanese immigrants, particularly the former

group. ^ The sociologist Peter Rose remarks fairly that “no people who
came to these shores of their own volition ever suffered as much dis-

crimination or ostracism as did those from China and Japan. None
were [sic] made to feel less welcome.”" Erom the mid-nineteenth cen-

tury, the Chinese who settled in California faced increasing hostility,

barred, for instance, after 1854 “from testimony in the courts in cases

involving whites.”*^ Hostility toward Japanese immigrants was also

strong.*^ One correspondent of Congressman Albert Johnson, self-de-

scribed as a “pronounced friend of the Chinese and Japanese,” told

Johnson that “I am sure we agree that the immigration of Chinese and

Japanese to Hawaii or the mainland of the United States should be

closely restricted,” a view that seemed accurately to catch Johnson’s
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disposition.^® In the case of both of these Asian communities the re-

strictions upon immigration, while gradually eased after 1945," were

such that the number of Asian American immigrants did not grow

significantly until the 1970s.

Albert Johnson and the House Immigration Committee

From May 1919 the chairman of the House of Representatives Com-
mittee on Immigration and Naturalization was Albert Johnson. He
mobilized the restrictionist lobby decisively for the passage and enact-

ment of the 1921 law, introducing nationality quotas and absolute

limits for immigrants. Johnson, who was from Washington state, was

the key congressional actor in both the passage of the law and in shap-

ing the final form of the national quotas arrangement established in

1929. Before entering Congress, he made his reputation as a small-

town newspaper editor, implacably opposed to organized labor, par-

ticularly the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW, the Wobblies).

As historian John Higham records, in responding to an IWW-led

strike in 1912, “Johnson made a state-wide reputation by leading an

armed citizens’ movement which broke the strike, ran the leaders

out of town, secured the recall of the mayor, and tried to punish

the foreign laborers who obeyed the strike call by announcing

that preference in re-employment would be given to native Ameri-

cans.”*^ On this basis, Johnson was elected to Congress as a staunch

restrictionist. By 1924 he had become the eminence grise of American

immigration policy, dominating the seventeen-member House com-

mittee (of whose members only two. Congressmen Samuel Dickstein

of New York and Adolf Sabath of Chicago, ever opposed restriction).

Johnson served in the Congress from March 1913 until March 1933,

acting as chairman of this committee from the 66th to the 71st

Congress.

Albert Johnson orchestrated passage of the 1924 law. He harbored

few doubts about restriction, as he made clear to his committee: “1

have come to the conclusion through readings and studies of the

situation in the larger cities that no matter who the members of this

committee may be in the next few Congresses, or who will be the

chairman, the movement will keep on until there is just as complete

a suspension of immigration to the United States as is possible to

be had.” Echoing popular themes (and the report of the Dillingham
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Commission), he contrasted the new wave of immigrants to the

United States’s original settlers:

I believe that all the people that came [initially], with comparatively few

exceptions, felt that they were Americans the day they put foot on this

soil. They felt that they were the people, part and parcel of the new gov-

ernment of the new country—United States of America. But the tradi-

tions that they brought were theirs; they were not the traditions of the

country that had come up from the Colonies, so that as they came on in

ever-increasing numbers the conditions in the United States changed,

traditions changed, customs changed—at first hardly noticeable—until

suddenly we find that everything is changed, literature is changed, lan-

guage is changed, methods in the schools have changed, the stage has

changed, relations of parent and child has changed.

It is doubtful that “all the people who came” shared in this general

warm sense of belonging. The concurrent Americanization movement

was in fact premised on varying degrees of assimilation. Johnson’s

characterization was racially bounded.

The tensions fomented by the new immigrants alarmed Johnson: “I

know that the feeling of the House of Representatives to-day is for

more restrictions. I do not believe it is possible to stop the movement

for more restriction.” He implied dangers arising from a multicultural

medley: “it is not only in addition to the desire to maintain this coun-

try and build it as a nation with the traditions that go with the nation,

but it is also the desire on the part of those only one generation away,

to not have this country in the way Europe went, break up into con-

glomerations of people speaking various languages and hating each

other. This concern about internal conflicts and cleavages within

the United States excluded from consideration relations between Afri-

can Americans and white Americans of whatever ethnic background.

It was conflicts arising solely within European immigrants that con-

cerned Johnson.

Congressman Johnson was the link between eugenists’ research

and immigration policy-making. His contacts with Prescott Hall of

the Immigration Restriction League predated 1914,'^ and the league

regularly provided information to the House Immigration Commit-

tee. Johnson corresponded with Madison Grant, after the latter pub-

lished his 1916 book on race decline, as well as with other eugenists.

He was active in the American Eugenics Society.

Johnson spent a great deal of energy defending the legislative sue-
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cess in 1921, when restrictions were established temporarily. He had

no doubts about the pressures to which that legislation was subjected,

particularly in respect to the nationality clause. He told the president

of the National Society of the Sons of the American Revolution (SAR)

that “pressure upon us to modify the law to enlarge the non-quota ex-

emption and to alter the preference provision has been tremendous.”

Close to a hundred bills were received by the committee to enlarge

the nonquota exemptions or to revise the preference provision. Aside

from such lobbying, Johnson believed that there were at least 200,000

aliens illegally in the United States who should have been deported.

He thanked the society for its consistent and welcome support: “I am
grateful to the organization for its numerous resolutions and endorse-

ments; and to all officers and members who have expressed their

views in support of the enactment of adequate laws on immigration,

deportation, and naturalization for the protection of the people of the

United States.”'-^

To constrict further the numbers of southern and eastern Europe-

ans, activists lobbied Congress to make the percentage of resident

nationality groups 2 percent and to use the 1890 census for which

enumeration these groups made up a much smaller proportion of

the U. S. population.'^ This combination, originally proposed by a

Vanderbilt University political scientist, Roy Garis, in 1922,'^ was en-

acted in the Johnson-Reed Immigration Act of 1924.'*^ The 1924 legis-

lation reduced the annual total number of immigrants to 150,000.

Opponents of restriction recognized that quotas were unavoidable

but resisted shifting to the 1890 census as a benchmark (which would

have given two-thirds of the places to immigrants from northwestern

Europe), aiming to retain the 1910 census. In an attempt to preclude

the claim that the 1890 census discriminated against certain immi-

grant groups, the “national origins” plan (itself a reflection of racial

ideas) was formulated in the 1924 law, since it was supposed to pro-

duce an immigration policy consistent with the “true” ethnic elements

of the U. S. population. The national origins plan designated quotas

according to a calculation of group size at the Republic’s foundation,

excluding the “descendants of slave immigrants.” The implementa-

tion of the new arrangement was delayed until 1927 (and then again

until 1929).

Writing to a eugenist in 1927, Congressman Johnson described the

gestation of the quota principle as follows:
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In 1912, Senator Dillingham introduced a percentage restriction bill,

proposing that 10% based on the number of aliens in the United States

on the 1910 census be admitted. I became interested in that idea and

campaigned for Congress in 1912 on the percentage restriction plan. [In

1919] Senator Dillingham, aided by the present Assistant Secretary of

Labor, W. W. Husband, who had been Secretary of the Commission in

1909 and later Secretary to Senator Dillingham, produced the tempo-

rary 3% quota act.

The House Committee then began an intense study of the quota plan

of restriction and evolved the 2% of 1890 idea. The 2% of 1890 almost

exactly divides the population as between the two great groups in accor-

dance with the origins of the people of the United States, but does not

make quite true divisions as between peoples of the various nations of

the two grand divisions.

This account underplays why the 1890 base appeared to be such a

“desirable year” for calculating the immigration quotas.

From Nationality Quotas to National Origins

By accepting (in clause (b) of Section 11) that immigration should

be regulated in terms of nationality quotas, derived from the 1920

and not the 1890 census, the 1924 Act not only unleashed intense lob-

bying by various ethnic groups to enlarge or defend their probable

quota but also opened up quarrelsome debate about the suitability

of different nationalities for residence in the United States. The 1924

Act raised the issue of desirable and undesirable immigrants. Thus,

in April 1924, President Coolidge was urged to enact the law (and at

all costs not to veto it) by the Immigration Restriction League, who
warned that failure to do so “would be playing into the Democratic

Candidate.”^® The president received a plaintive letter from Congress-

man Johnson warning him against vetoing the bill: “[Ijn my opinion,

the House is likely to pass that bill over executive disapproval by a

vote of at least 3 to 1. 1 think the Senate would show a similar propor-

tion of votes to pass over a veto. I have examined the matter carefully

and am in close touch with the great bulk of those favoring restric-

tion.”^’ In 1927 the quota system established in the 1924 Johnson-

Reed Act was substituted with a national origins plan (implemented

in 1929), which was calculated by a special executive board on the

basis of the 1920 census. (American consuls in European countries

were to make the decision about visas.) Both the temporary quota sys-
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tern and the national origins plan shared an important characteristic,

as Divine observes: they replaced the principle of individualism as

the basis of admittance to the United States with one of group selec-

tion, a modification whose authors “failed to realize the violence this

form of nationalism did to a concept of a democratic society in which

men were free to assert their own individuality.”^^ The substitution of

group principle over individual selection rested on contentious eu-

genic hierarchies of race.

President Coolidge was unsuccessfully lobbied by congressional op-

ponents of the restrictionist legislation. Congressman Samuel

Dickstein (D, N.Y.), a staunch opponent of restriction, objected fun-

damentally to the quota scheme, articulating a view shared by other

opponents: “lT|he preference provided for in the bill is a camouflage

and is discriminatory. It may work well insofar as England and Ger-

many are concerned because of the greater number allotted them for

their quota, but it practically bars the rest of the world; particularly so

under the National Origin scheme. . . This is another section that is

wholly discriminatory.”-^ In another letter the same congressman ob-

served of the bill that “it involves the reputation of millions of our cit-

izens as to whether or not a stamp of inferiority is to be placed upon

them,”^"^ a characterization accurately capturing the invidious impli-

cations of the 1924 Act and its racialist progenitor. The proposal

to use the 1890 census, in place of the 1920 one, to calculate quotas,

excited criticism. Congressman Sabath, another antirestrictionist,

wrote immediately to President Coolidge, arguing that use of the

1890 benchmark would discriminate “against all the southern and

southeastern European nations,” as did the national origins scheme

(to become operative from July 1, 1927), and he pleaded for the

extension of the act “for two years” in order that “scientific study

[could be
I
made before permanent legislation is enacted. Congress-

man Sabath added that “we should restrict immigration along sane,

humane and scientific lines, instead of branding millions of our citi-

zens as inferior and deliberately hurting the pride of nearly all friendly

nations.”-^ Sabath’s use of the term “inferior” regrettably captures ex-

actly the aims of the restrictionists. Dickstein and Sabath were the

leading congressional critics of the new law.

Within his own administration, Coolidge won fulsome praise for

signing the law from his secretary of labor, James J. Davis. A natural-

ized American, Davis was an arch restrictionist, who became a mem-
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her of the commission, established by the 1924 legislation, to set na-

tional origins quotas. Davis declared, with studied obeisance, that

“history will record it as one of the greatest acts of your administra-

tion.” Davis’s hostility was pronounced toward Japanese immigrants,

whose “total exclusion” he supported, since “during my whole life I

have been opposed to the mixture of Orientals into our national life.”

He argued that his position reflected not racism but the belief “that

the mixing of races, even though they might themselves be of high so-

cial, moral and intellectual standing, is not a good thing.” He stated

nonchalantly that “we know that the Jap is unassimilable.” Davis

believed that the U. S. already contained “a great racial problem,”

which arose from imported foreign labor: “the question of expedi-

ency or temporary advantage either to trade, industry or sentiment is

unimportant in comparison with the determination in favor of the build-

ing here of a homogeneous, easily assimilable, characteristic Ameri-

can race.”^" Davis thought there would be considerable disappoint-

ment about the timidity of the restrictions included in the 1924 law.

The secretary of labor remained implacably set against unrestricted

immigration, endorsing amendments after 1924 to toughen restric-

tion and supporting the National Origins plan.“^ Davis’s robust views

about the bases of the “American race” and the dangers of racial mix-

ing were coincident with those of eugenists and must, of course, be

judged in the context of their time. That caution does not belittle their

invidious consequences or excise their unattractive premises.

The Immigration Restriction League also saluted the 1924 legisla-

tion and the president’s role in its enactment. The league judged the

law a full realization of the historic ambition set out at the end of

the previous century by the league’s members: “those still living of the

handful of men who, at the call of Mr. Robert DeC. Ward, first met

thirty years ago on May 31, 1894 to form the Immigration Restric-

tion League . . . have thus at last seen their belief embodied in what
promises to be effective and permanent legislation.”-^ The league

however, wanted further restriction, epitomized in the quota clause of

the 1924 law.

Specifying the National Origins Quotas

The 1924 Act postponed the implementation of the national origins

quota, based on the 1890 census, until 1927, when it was again tem-

porarily delayed; the system finally began in 1929. In January 1927
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the commission established by the 1924 act (known as the Quota

Board, with seven members overseen by the Secretaries of Labor,

James Davis, of Commerce, Herbert Hoover, and of State, Frank

Kellogg^®) to set nationality quotas reported."*' The commission was

charged with determining the national origins of the American popu-

lation as a basis on which to make calculations about quotas. A table

compared the quotas based on the 1890 census with the quotas de-

rived from national origins (Table 7.1). The data were mostly derived

from census sources, as the committee appointed by the three secre-

taries explained: aside from annual immigration data from 1820 to

1920 and the classification of the white population in the census of

1790, “the reports of the decennial censuses which have classified

the foreign-born population by country of birth at each census from

that of 1850 to that of 1920, inclusive; the native white population of

foreign or mixed parentage by country of birth of parents at each

census from that of 1890 to that of 1920, inclusive; and, both the for-

eign-born white population and the native white population of for-

eign or mixed parentage by mother tongue at the censuses of 1910

and 1920.”^’ The analysis concentrated on white immigrants. The

committee attempted to distinguish two groups. The first group was

the “original native stock,” for which the committee used records in

the 1790 census, as documented in the government publication A
Century of Population Growth (published in 1909); this had catego-

rized the estimated population in 1790 into nationality groups and

whose more prosperous patrician descendants inhabited the turn of

the century world depicted in Edith Wharton and Henry James nov-

els. And the second group was the “immigrant stock,” who entered

the country subsequently. From this dichotomy, “of the 94,820,915

white population of the United States as enumerated in 1 920, approx-

imately 53,500,000 were of immigrant stock and 4 1,000,000 of origi-

nal native stock. ”"*^ The smaller size of the later figure was bound to

sound alarm bells among restrictionists: in 1890 the immigrant stock

number was 24,668,792 compared with 30,432,466 original native

stock (Table 7.2).

This calculation was arrived at through a “scientific plan,” accord-

ing to the statistician responsible. Dr. Joseph Hill."**' Residents who
were recorded in the 1790 census were considered native stock. The

methodology of ascertaining descendants of white Americans from

the 1790 census was not uncontroversial, as the following committee

exchange illustrates:
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Mr Dickstein (D, NY): In other words, this so-called particular national

origins scheme ... is more or less of a discrimination against certain

classes of people in the United States, is it not?

Mr Hill (Bureau of the Census): No.

The Chairman (Johnson): Let us counter that question. How does it dis-

criminate?

Table 7.1 Immigration Quotas, 1927

Country

Provisional

Quotas from

National Origin

Present

Quotas from

1890 Census

Estimated

Number
in 1924

Afghanistan 100 100

Albania 100 100 100

Andorra 100 100 100

Arabian penisula 100 100

Armenia 124 100

Australia, etc. 100 121 100

Austria 1,486 785 2,171

Belgium 410 512 251

Bhutan 100 100

Bulgaria 100 100 100

Cameroon (British) 100 100

Cameroon (French) 100 100

China 100 100

Czechoslovakia 2,248 3,073 1,359

Danzig 122 228 100

Denmark 1,044 2,789 945

Egypt 100 100 100

Estonia 109 124 325
Ethiopia (Abyssinia) 100 100 100

Einland 559 471 517
France 3,837 3,954 1,772

Germany 23,428 61,227 20,028
Great Britain and Northern Ireland 73,039 34,007 85,135
Greece 367 100 384
Hungary 967 473 1,521

Iceland 100 100 100
India 100 100

Iraq (Mesopotamia) 100 100

Irish Free State 13,862 28,567 8,330
Italy, etc. 6,091 3,845 5,716
japan 100 100
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Dickstein: It discriminates against Germany apparently, whose quota

was 61,227 and cuts it down to 23,428.

Chairman: How is that a discrimination, if they have the blood stock

here to warrant those figures?

Dickstein: That is what I am trying to find out from Mr Hill.'^^

Table 7.1 (continued)

Country

Provisional

Quotas from

National Origin

Present

Quotas from

1890 Census

Estimated

Number
in 1924

Latvia 184 142 384

Liberia 100 100 100

Liechtenstein 100 100 100

Lithuania 494 344 458

Luxembourg 100 100 100

Monaco 100 100 100

Morocco 100 100 100

Muscat (Oman) 100 100

Nauru 100 100

Nepal 100 100

Netherlands 2,421 1,648 2,762

New Guinea, etc. 100 100

New Zealand, etc. 100 100 100

Norway 2,267 6,453 2,053

Palestine 100 100 100

Persia 100 100 100

Poland 4,978 5,982 4,535

Portugal 290 503 236

Romania 516 603 222

Ruanda and Urundi 100 100

Russia 4,781 2,248 4,002

Samoa, western 100 100

San Marino 100 100 100

Siam 100 100

South Africa, Union of 100 100 100

South-West Africa 100 100

Spain 674 131 148

Sweden 3,259 9,561 3,072

Switzerland 1,198 2,081 783

Total 153,541 164,667 150,000

Source: Derived from U. S. Senate, 69th Congress, 2d Session, Document No. 190, “National

Origins Provision of the Immigration Act of 1924,” message from the president of the United States,

January 7, 1927.
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Chairman Albert Johnson was unequivocal in supporting the statis-

tician’s methods, defending Hill against his colleagues’ skepticism.

(Hill made appearances before congressional committees until the

legislation was settled in 1929.)^^ Questioned about ambiguities in the

allocation of original native stock from the 1790 census, Johnson pro-

nounced that “errors one way would be balanced by errors the

other. Queried about the probable accuracy of the 1790 census. Dr.

Hill argued, improbably, that because the United States was a rural

society at that time, records were more dependable. In response to

critical questions about the calculations, he argued that the conse-

quences of errors were marginal: “[IJt is only fair to say and you

ought to know that 150,000 immigrants means one immigrant to 600

inhabitants. So an error of 600 would make a difference of only 1 im-

migrant, an error of 6,000 would mean 10 immigrants, and an error

of 60,000 would mean 100 immigrants. This calculation was cited

frequently and vigorously by Johnson in defense of the national ori-

gins scheme, though Margo Anderson reports that privately. Hill had

“serious reservations about whether reliable figures on national ori-

gins could be determined. Robert Divine notes, correctly, that the

sheer complexity of the Quota Board’s calculations contributed to a

perception of the national origins scheme’s impracticality and

strained the plausibility of its authors’ assertions to scientific rigor.

The shift to national origins was contested. Whereas the 1921 and

1924 laws discriminated—through the quota system—against south-

ern and eastern European immigrants in favor of northwestern ones,

the national origins scheme, within a similar aggregate number of

immigrants, greatly increased the immigrants from Britain, while

other northwestern countries (Ireland, Germany, Norway, Sweden,

Table 7.2 White Population

Census Year

Original

Native Stock

Immigrant

Stock Total

1890 30,432,466 24,668,792 55,101,258

1900 34,272,951 32,536,245 66,809,196

1910 38,101,175 42,630,782 81,731,957

1920 41,288,570 53,532,345 94,820,915

Source: Derived from National Origins Provision Immigration Act of 1924, hearings

before the Committee on Immigration and Naturalization, HR, 69th Congress, 2d

Session, January 18, 1927, p. 12.
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and Denmark) suffered reductions in quotas. Organizations repre-

senting the latter’s interests consequently mobilized against national

origins, whereas ardently nativist ones, emboldened with eugenic

evidence, maintained the pressure to retain the plan. Thus, on top of

the division between northwestern and southeastern Europeans

(Dillingham’s “old” versus “new” immigrants) was imposed a fresh

cleavage within the first group between original settlers and nine-

teenth-century arrivals. That the latter were now equated with the

former would have surprised most nineteenth-century Americans.

A key thinker behind the national origins plan was Captain John B.

Trevor (who graduated from Harvard in 1902 and took a masters de-

gree there in 1903), former head of the American Defense Committee.

He calculated the “national origins” of the LI. S. population concur-

rently with, but independently of, both Senator Reed and Congress-

man Johnson. He was active in eugenic circles. John Higham credits

Trevor with the strategy of excavating national origins, a “brilliant

solution.”**’ Speaking to the House Committee hearings, Trevor de-

clared, “I started in January, 1914, to see whether it was possible to

make an analysis of the population of the United States on the basis of

national origin. That was my own idea. It was not suggested to me by

anybody. My purpose was to see if such a thing could be done, and to

determine what proportion of immigration southern and eastern Eu-

rope was entitled to.”**-

Trevor, who had been an intelligence officer with the U.S. Army in

New York City during the Eirst World War, gave a lengthy disposi-

tion on the national origins plan to Johnson’s congressional commit-

tee.'*-'’ Trevor wanted an immigration law that would maintain the

U. S. population’s racial composition as close to the Anglo-Saxon

model as possible. He was already admired by Congressman Johnson.

As Margo Anderson discusses, Trevor devoted considerable effort to

keeping the statistician Joseph Hill committed to national origins:

“Trevor made it a point to keep in contact with Hill, to visit him in

Washington, to entertain him in New York. He thus made sure that

progress was being made in producing the appropriate numbers. ”**

He had become a confidant of the House Immigration Committee, as

John Higham records: having made a “strong impression on Johnson

. . . before long Trevor was drawn into intimate association with the

committee. He sat in on informal meetings of the restrictionist major-

ity, fed ideas to it, and contributed to the drafting of reports, all on a

voluntary, unpaid basis. ”'*‘’ Not as intellectually significant as Harry
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Laughlin, Trevor was nonetheless an important source of ideas for the

House Immigration Committee, especially its chairman Albert John-

son. Trevor pursued a patriotic line: “(IJt is inevitable that any arbi-

trary census date is going to discriminate against somebody. It so

happens, under the present law that the particular favorites are the

Germans and the Irish, and they naturally do not want to have their

privileges taken away from them.” However, he argued, that “in none

of the material I have seen . . . has the interest of the United States

been taken into account. It is always the interest of somebody else

outside the United States that is being considered. This “interest of

the United States” was not entirely neutral but happened to be coinci-

dent with that of the British descendants, as he later implied: “how-

ever classified, the evidence is incontestable that the British stock pre-

dominated to a huge extent, particularly prior to 1700.”'*^ By 1750

there were a million residents in the colonies, overwhelmingly, Trevor

argued, of English, Welsh, and Scottish extraction. Hence the appor-

tionment provided for in the recent quotas seemed fair. Ironically,

Trevor dismissed the melting-pot model as “a myth.”

The maintenance of American democracy—“our institutions are

distinctly of an English character”—necessitated restriction:

lW]hen the act of 1924 was passed, it was obviously felt by the commit-

tee that northwestern Europe should receive such a proportion of the

quota as that area had contributed to our population as a whole. That

proposition is not only just, but is essential for the maintenance of our

form of government. As you know, dictatorships are in existence

in practically every country which claimed it was being discriminated

against by the 1890 census date. However, we do not want that sort of

government in this country. Mussolini has done marvels for Italy, but

nobody here would want a form of government of that kind which

seems to work well with Italians, but not work well with Americans.

Southern and eastern Europeans were apparently intrinsically incapa-

ble of democratic government or of functioning under one. Trevor’s

rejection of the melting-pot model underlines how contested a frame-

work it has always been.

The Campaign for and against National Origins

The debates after 1924 were complex and rebarbative, culminating in

a bitter few months before the national origins scheme was finally im-
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plemented in 1929. The recommendations of the Quota Board proved

divisive. The proposed scheme upset the northwestern Europeans

—

other than the British who gained substantially—since their quota,

made public when the Quota Board reported in January 1927, fell

significantly. Furthermore, it was an argument based on a reading of

the U. S. nation as composed of certain “stock.” Prorestrictionists

were eager to retain the 1 890 census base, their opponents seeking to

substitute it with the 1920 census. The thirty-year difference would

have a considerable effect on the ethnic composition admitted after

the quota regime commenced. Language was often emotive, the Sat-

urday Evening Post declaring in an editorial entitled “Time to Put Up
the Bars” that “hosts” of immigrants “swarmed” into the United

States. This publication gave ample room to the restrictionist cause,

commissioning Kenneth L. Roberts to visit and write about potential

European immigrants; his findings were not flattering, since he judged

most of the hopeful migrants unsuitable for naturalization or citizen-

ship. Such views were supported in the petitions and resolutions sent

to members of the congressional immigration committees. Elow-

ever, on February 13, 1929, the Senate Committee on Immigration

ended its hearings on the quota issue and voted against reporting

a resolution that would further postpone the date at which the Na-

tional Origins Cdause became operational. President Hoover signed

the law on March 22 and stipulated that the clause become law from

July 1 1929.

Supporters of the 1890 Baseline

Submitting a memorial to the president and Congress, an eminent

group of American scientists and eugenists urged rapid implementa-

tion of the nationality quota that was based on the 1890 census, since

it was “sound in principle and fair to all elements in the population.

Only by this method can that large proportion of our population

which is descended from the colonists and other early settlers, as well

as the members of the newer immigration, have their proper racial

representation in the quotas.” The scheme would promote racial har-

mony; “|W|c believe that Ck)ngress wisely concluded that only by

such a system of proportional representation in our future immigra-

tion could the racial status quo of the country be maintained or a

reasonable degree of homogeneity secured. Without such basic homo-

geneity, we firmly believe, no civilization can have its best develop-
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ment.”^^ The signatories included six professors of biology at Prince-

ton; five other Princeton professors; Harvard biologists; Robert DeC.

Ward; Madison Grant; the economist John Commons (whose 1908

book Race and Immigration had extolled the virtues of Nordic Euro-

peans compared with inferior southern Europeans); Harry Laughlin;

Henry Eairchild, sociology professor at New York University; Leon

Whitney and Roswell Johnson, field secretary and president of the

American Eugenics Society respectively; and Charles Davenport, di-

rector of eugenic research, Carnegie Institution.

Johnson’s House Immigration Committee certainly preferred the

1890 baseline. Critics of the proposal made little headway. Joseph

Carey, president of the American-Irish Republican League, attacked

the national origins framework as “unfair”: “[Ijt allots virtually one-

half of all the immigrants coming in to one country [that is, Britainl

—

all the immigrants coming from the countries governed by the quota.

That in itself looks bad to us. It savors of unfairness . . . we be-

lieve that the national origins scheme can not be taken as a fair and

scientific basis, because the statistics available are faulty and incom-

plete.”^'^ Carey wanted the 2 percent rule based on the 1890 census to

be retained because “we want a country that will be purely Ameri-

can. . . I am an American citizen, and I believe we should do that

which is best for the future of our country. ” Carey’s advocacy of the

2 percent rule was prompted by his desire to guarantee access to Irish

immigrants, who he believed were sacrificed under the national ori-

gins scheme to the benefit of British immigrants.

The Act and Political Divisions in the US

Immigration policy rested on and exposed fault lines deeply en-

trenched in American society. Thus, Congressman John Box (D,

Tex.), plainly frustrated with Carey, challenged him: “[G]overnments

and civilization spring from impulses of the people. If our institutions

have had their origin in, and thus far have had their lives shaped by,

English impulses, then is it not a great risk if we allow, say, Russia to

inject a big element into them?”*’^ Carey’s claim, that non-English-

speaking immigrants should be as welcome as any other immigrant

and that the second and third generations of such immigrants were as-

similated, was rejected by Chairman Johnson. The chairman cited

unassimilated communities in Pennsylvania: “I could take you to set-

tlements in the United States that have existed for 150 years and
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S

where the predominating language is still Pennsylvania Dutch. That is

all right. But those people have not made progress, and have not done

what you say these other people have done. They are good citizens,

but they continue to speak a broken Dutch language. This was a

new variant on the melting-pot philosophy of American citizenship:

being a “good citizen” was not sufficient for assimilationists who had

a clear image of the desired outcome of the melting pot, an assump-

tion of the Americanization movement. Theoretically, this situation

raises an important issue about whether a common language is neces-

sary to the political culture of a democracy. The chairman’s dismissal

of the Pennsylvanian community as lacking progress is combined with

both acceptance of their separate language and acknowledgment of

them as “good citizens.” Yet the immigration committee was working

to exclude comparable persons.

Proponents of national origins liked to impute foreign interests to

their opponents and judged this tendency itself to be a measure of

their opponents’ weaker attachment to the American “race.” Thus,

one academic observed to Johnson that “it is, perhaps, natural that

those whose interests are more closely associated with some foreign

country that would benefit by the change should be more vigorous as

proponents of repeal than those whose interests in any foreign coun-

try are more remote should be as opponents. It is partly because I

think it probably true that the ‘established’ native stock are less active

that I am writing this letter.”'’^ The language deployed by this corre-

spondent
—

“native stock”—is also instructive. Congressman Johnson

was happy to reply in equally picayune terms: “[HJaving finally

adopted the 2% of 1890, the proposal to change from that basis to

the National Origins basis seems to create confusion and disturbance

among all affected races and a similar disturbance in the United States

from the fact that one-third of our people are either immigrants or the

first children of immigrants. Nearly all of these have ties or alien asso-

ciations sufficient to create a very considerable disturbance.”*’'^ Advo-

cates of the national origins scheme hoped to gain political support

from opponents of the 1890 basis—principally southern and eastern

Europeans—who lost out to the German, Scandinavian, and Irish

Americans favored by the 2 percent quota scheme of 1890. One na-

tional origins supporter and eugenist, Edward Lewis, observed with

convoluted logic to Johnson that “the origins basis does not favor the

1790 stock. It merely decides to count the native stock.” However,
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Lewis’s own impeccable lineage rather qualified his views: “it happens

that my father’s people in a straight line go back to 1670, that my
mother’s people go back in a straight line beyond the Revolution, that

my wife’s mother’s people go back to the Mayflower.”^®

Many groups, such as the American Legion and the Swedish Lu-

theran and Methodist Episcopal churches, sought a return to the

1890 criterion.^' At its annual meeting in 1929, the American Legion

resolved in favor of the “continuance of the method of restriction

upon immigration in the 1924 Immigration law with its fundamental

national origins provision,

a

restatement of its previous annual

conference endorsements.^^ A massive campaign was organized to

send petitions to members of Congress, calling for the full implemen-

tation of the 1924 law.^'*

Nativists for 1890

The Sons of the American Revolution lobbied energetically for restric-

tion, vigilantly monitored federal policy, and vociferously articulated

the restrictionist cause. The SAR hailed the 1924 law as America’s

“Second Declaration of Independence” (an appellation much favored

by Congressman Johnson). In May 1926 the SAR complained about

the “fight” between the House and the Senate to limit the restrictions

enacted the previous year. Its language pulled no punches: “[T]he

chief opposition is found in a certain racial group and the alien blocs,

the purpose being to increase their numbers and their political

strength by flooding the country with their own kind. From their

point of view this can best be accomplished by destroying the present

quota law.”^^ Its lobbying efforts were well supported by Congress-

man Johnson, who on one occasion arranged for two-hundred copies

of a two-hundred-page SAR pamphlet to be “distributed under his

frank.” The SAR was adamant that “the statute as it stands is sound

and beneficial from an American viewpoint, and that the Congress

would very justly be condemned should it weaken the restrictions

by yielding to the various frontal and flank attacks made upon the

law.”^^ One of the secretary generals of the SAR, Howard Rowley,

submitted to Johnson a long-winded letter supporting implementa-

tion of the national origins plan, since this would get a “fundamen-

tal principle established.” Rowley marshaled eugenic arguments: “re-

strictive immigration must also be selective if we are concerned
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with the future stock of America and not some present economic

concern.

The nativist Order of United American Mechanics (GUAM), a re-

morseless proponent of limits whose views had been included in the

Dillingham Commission, believed the 1924 regulations were “just

and equitable” and appropriate to “govern the future immigration of

those races naturally assimilable.”^^ The order’s local branches tire-

lessly petitioned the House and Senate Immigration Committees op-

posing any weakening in the 1924 regulations. Hundreds of such

petitions were organized and sent to Congress. The Patriotic Order

of the Sons of America gave fulsome support to the 1924 law. One
branch explained that “this country cannot assimilate the advanced

hoards [sic] of immigrants who would come to the country if restric-

tions were not pressed on them . . . We believe that American institu-

tions rest solely on good citizenship and good citizens are only made

by the best of people and we realize that the best of people do not

come from foreign shores.” Expressing a common sentiment, it im-

plored that “America must be kept American.”^® The order wanted

legislation registering all aliens in the United States.^’ Business inter-

ests did not side with labor but instead advocated a broad immigra-

tion policy ensuring a consistent supply of new workers.^- Theirs was

a lonely and mostly isolated voice.

A consistent supporter of the national origins clause, and indeed

an organization that lobbied for its adoption, was the blandly named

Immigration Study Commission. It congratulated President Coolidge

when he signed the 1924 act (ranking the date with Thanksgiving

and Armistice Day), the commission’s president speculating that “one

wonders, however, if the final enactment of your measure into law

does not mean perhaps even more to the American people of the to-

morrows, because it fixes the type of the American Race.”^^ The com-

mission promised to maintain a stream of propaganda in support of

the new law, resolving to “continue the fight by education of the

American people. Its aim^^ was to retain a “Nordic” dominance in

the American population. The commission noted that both New Zea-

land and Australia were likely to replicate American legislation:

“stimulated by what you have been doing in Washington there will

probably come two great, almost purely Nordic, Australasian nations

with a combined potential population eventually almost equal to that
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of the present United States. It planned a similar campaign in Can-

ada, invoking the writer Madison Grant’s view that Canada and the

United States constituted the “purest Nordic areas.”

Grant’s book The Passing of the Great Race, which was published

in 1916, had been widely embraced by restrictionists. Erudite and

highly educated, Grant was also an officer of the American Eugenics

Society and vice president of the Immigration Restriction League. His

book, much influenced by the writings of Arthur de Gobineau and

Houston Stewart Chamberlain, was both a panegyric for the Nordic

race and a warning about its corruption or dilution by uncontrolled

interrace mixing. As Thomas Gossett remarks. Grant “believed that

the superior races in the United States were in danger of being over-

whelmed by inferior immigrants. Grant distinguished three races in

Europe, the Alpines, the Mediterraneans, and the Nordics, differenti-

ating them in predictable ways and singing the praises of the last. The

commission characterized the 1928 presidential election as “a com-

bat between the old American stock and the hyphenates”; Hoover’s

victory implied the “political strength of the former.” This outcome

placed the 1924 law in context, giving it unequivocal strength: “[T|he

National Origins Clause is merely justice to the old American colonial

stock. Their ancestors gave us our institutions.”^*^ This argument con-

verged with many of the eugenic claims about keeping the American

stock pure.^‘^

“New Immigrant” Opponents of the 1924 Act

Critics of the 1 924 law were concentrated among groups representing

Americans with links to southern and eastern Europe. They were po-

litically weak. Thus, the Women’s Zionist Organizations argued, rea-

sonably, that the legislation “unfairly” discriminated against “nation-

alities from particular sections of Europe.” Eurthermore, the premises

of such differentiation were bogus ones: “this discrimination implies

an acceptance of a pseudo scientific theory of racial superiority and is

moreover contrary to American ideals of equality and justice. The
Massachusetts Jewish Committee argued that the 1924 law was in-

tended to “discriminate against the Jews, the Slavs, the Greeks, the

Italians, and all the people of Eastern and Southern Europe, and that

therefore it is alien to the principles of a free and liberal America.”^*

The Polish-American-based Citizen’s Club of New Britain, Connecti-
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cut, concurred that Albert Johnson’s legislation “would prove to he a

discriminating, rather than a limiting, law.”*^- Americans of Italian

birth and descent took a similar view of the law, organizing through

the Italian Americanization Clubs. The Sons of Italy argued that the

clause discriminated “entirely out of keeping with the tradition and

practices of the United States.” The groups wanted to use either

the 1910 or the 1920 census instead of the 1890 for calculating the

number of eligible immigrants, since the latter criterion depicted Ital-

ians as “undesirable” and endangered “Americanization.”^^ The St.

Calogero Society reiterated these concerns about Italian-Americans,^*^

as did other groups.

Opposition to the Johnson bill was understandably intense among
Italian-Americans because of the way in which the debate character-

ized southern European immigrants in general and because of the

likely future restrictions that it implied. One group summarized these

views to the Senate committee: the national origins provision “is the

culmination of five years of intensive propaganda . . . seeking to estab-

lish the proposition that southern Europeans, Italians included, are

an inferior product, mentally and otherwise, and incapable of being

made into one-hundred per cent Americans while, the Nordic races

are inherently superior and hence more desirable as immigrants.”^'’

This description was not without foundation.

“O/r/ hnmigraiit” Opponents of the 1 924 Act

Both Scandinavian and Irish-American groups lobbied against the na-

tional origins scheme because, although immigrants with these back-

grounds would do better than those coming from southern and east-

ern Europe, they still did less well proportionately than under the

1921 regulations.^^ The American Irish Historical Society’s chairman,

John Murphy, argued somewhat disingenuously that the society did

not seek more places for Irish immigrants but disapproved of the

methodology of the new framework: “we oppose the entire 'National

Origins’ plan because of our conviction, founded upon substantial re-

search, that no such determination of national origins can be based on

other than a more or less unscientific hypothesis which is susceptible

of distortion in prejudiced hands. This opposition might have been

weaker if 1890 instead of 1920 were the proposed census baseline.

The society rejected the purported scientific methodology on which
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the calculations were based, objections already aired before the

House Immigration Committee. The society distributed a pamphlet

advocating the repeal of the national origins clause. The pamphlet

opened with a telling quotation from the three Secretaries of State,

Commerce, and Labor when they delivered their report to Congress

in January 1927: “the statistical and historical information available

raises grave doubts as to the whole value of these computations as

a basis for the purposes intended. This sentence was taken from a

letter that itself is of interest. President Coolidge sent the report from

the Quota Board, with the secretaries’ accompanying letter, to Con-

gress on January 7, but on January 10 he forwarded a new letter to

Congress that was intended, the President reported, to “replace an in-

accurate copy” inadvertently transmitted to the Senate; the secretar-

ies, reflecting on these “grave doubts,” added, “we therefore cannot

assume responsibility for such conclusions under these circum-

stances.”^^ Robert Divine infers that these modifications arose from

political pressure placed on the president by Republican congressmen

worried about the elections of 1924.^^ Coolidge was reported to be

concerned about the effects of the national origins quotas on Ameri-

can voters descended from northwestern Europe.^' Congress was thus

offered grounds for repealing this clause of the 1924 law.

Congressman August Andresen (from Minnesota) introduced a bill

to repeal the national origins system citing concerns that no good

reasons were provided for depleting the number of Germans, Scandi-

navians, and Irish to be admitted (“I can therefore see no justice in the

arbitrary method under the ‘National Origins’ provision to shut our

doors to a class of immigrants, which experience and history plainly

shows, now make up some of our best citizenship”); he also high-

lighted the three secretaries’ reservations.^- The Sons of Norway
opposed the national origins provision;*^^ the Swedish-based Vasa

Orden af Amerika and the Danish Brotherhood of America cam-

paigned against the clause. The proudly named Grand Lodge of In-

dependent Order of Vikings communicated its opposition to the na-

tional origins clause. Opposition was also voiced by Americans of

Scandinavian and German origin. The Swedish-American Republican

Club objected to the 1890 quota and sought its repeal, praising

Nordic values. German Americans endorsed such views. American

Jewish organizations, such as the Council of Jewish Women and As-
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sembly of Hebrew Orthodox Rabbis of America and Canada, were

also hostile.

The Anti-National Origins Clause League

The most systematic campaign against the 1924 quota rules, as mea-

sured by, for instance, the quantity of petitions forwarded to mem-
bers of Congress, was launched by the Anti-National Origins Clause

League, which was based in Detroit. Referring to the “obnoxious

national origins scheme,” its secretary described the League’s cam-

paign: “I have been in touch with over fifteen hundred organizations

throughout the country by direct mail, and we now have a nucleus

for a strong national body of societies to continue the work for the

fall if this first session of the 71st Congress does not repeal the na-

tional origins scheme. The league rejected the premises of the na-

tional origins clause established in the 1924 law, dismissing them as

“unworkable” and unfair, and as methodologically “unscientific.”

The scheme’s defects were numerous: “[T]here is not available

sufficiently complete statistical and historical information to deter-

mine exactly the national origins of the peoples of the United States.

Its provisions for numerical calculation of immigration quotas lead

to assumptions, guesswork, deductions, conjecture, with arbitrary

conclusions, with the result that any set of quotas by such attempted

calculation will always be open to continual public criticism.” The

league introduced a devastating observation from Herbert Hoover ut-

tered before he became president: “‘As a member of the Commission

whose duty it is to determine the quota basis under the National Ori-

gins Law, 1 have found it is impossible to do so accurately and without

hardship. The basis now in effect carries out the essential principle of

the law, and I have favored repeal of that part of the act calling for a

new basis of quotas.’”^®® The league’s campaign to rescind the na-

tional origins quota did not imply an opposition to immigration con-

trols but an aversion specifically to their derivation. This was a self-

serving argument, as the league secretary’s letter to Senator Royal

Copeland reveals: “[Tjhere is more opposition to the method of deter-

mining quotas as attempted by the national origins than is manifested

by petition or letter, and the opposition is on the increase. Very few

object to the idea of restrictive immigration and it is the method of

calculating the quotas which is so objectionable.”^^*
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Business groups were wary of the national origins framework. They

generally favored immigration. The U. S. Chamber of Commerce told

Johnson that it recommended retaining the quota limit system but op-

posed national origins.’®^ The chamber’s immigration committee pro-

duced a fourteen-page report in support of repealing the national

origins scheme. The report argued that the quota system enacted in

1924 worked effectively and that the national origins system—which

by that date had twice been postponed by Congress—would be harm-

ful: “[T|he putting into effect of any restrictive immigration policy is

bound to stir up racial antagonisms and misunderstandings. There is

plenty of evidence that changing over to the national origins plan

would revivify these antagonisms without any large commensurate

gain to our final purpose, which is the building of a homogeneous and

united nation. The report was surprisingly candid, if conceptu-

ally confused, about the machinations necessary to implement this

scheme: “the difficulty is that the national origins plan requires appar-

ently the use of a very fine tool to try to accomplish what can only at

best be a very rough judgment of the relative importance of European

seed stocks in our present white population. Hundreds of petitions

that opposed national origins were orchestrated by Irish-American

groups and submitted to the Senate Immigration Committee. Ulti-

mately such protests failed, however.

The political divisions stirred up by immigration restriction in terms

of nationality were thus deep ones. Congressman Johnson was not

immune to these petitions and protests. As early as 1926, he cau-

tioned President Coolidge about the electoral damage of the national

origins provision among Republican voters: “my opinion is that a

pronouncement by you in plenty of time before the general elections

will save to our party not less than twenty districts in states where

German, Irish, and Scandinavian people are disturbed over possible

further restriction under National Origins section. Johnson spon-

sored the bill, which passed by 234 to 1 1 1 votes in 1927, postponing

implementation of the national origins scheme for two years. In

March 1928 Johnson was able to write one Scandinavian that the

national origins scheme was again postponed by resolution until

1929.*°^ In other correspondence with a supporter of immigration re-

striction but an opponent of national origins, Johnson gave an ex-

tended account of the policy’s development. He stressed the Senate’s
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role in promoting the new scheme: “in securing an agreement be-

tween House and Senate on the 1924 Immigration Act, the House

conferees were obliged to accept the amendment of Senator Reed

which provided for National Origins, although the House conferees

endeavored to place in the amendment delaying and qualifying steps

under which we thought the National Origins provision might never

come into action.” Johnson believed that the United States would

gain “by the admission of some 73,000 immigrants from Great Brit-

ain (not counting the Irish Free State) out of a possible 150,000 to be

admitted annually. On the other hand, the 2% of 1890 census quota

system now in use gives about one-third of possible immigration from

Europe to Germany, which has been the cause of some feeling.” Evi-

dence of Johnson’s recognition of the complexities of the national ori-

gins scheme was apparent elsewhere in the letter: “I am of the opinion

that if National Origins goes into effect, the pressure in the next Con-

gress for a change will be so great that the restriction of immigration

will be more likely to be weakened than if the 1890 | baseline] is con-

tinued.”*^^ Since Johnson backed national origins, these caveats were

presumably politically motivated.

Johnson retained a resolute opposition to immigration, even con-

sidering an absolute ban to be preferable should the search for na-

tional origins categories abort: “the ‘national origins’ plan serves

to divide the Nordics, practically all of whom should not be divided,

for we need a solid front in order to combat the forces of restric-

tion.”’*** The national origins scheme had the potential to dissolve

the robust restrictionist coalition, successfully mobilized for the

passage of the 1921 and 1924 laws; Johnson saw this alliance disinte-

grating before his eyes under the new faultlines generated by national

origins calculations. To one constituent, Johnson explained that the

committee members “felt that the national blood stock feeling

aroused by National origins would be as a mere Puget Sound zephyr

compared to a Kansas cyclone if we attempted to take away one-half

of the British, Irish, German, and other northern quotas, for the

benefit of relatives of those from the southeastern countries.”*** John-

son’s political doubts about the national origins measure were picked

up by Herbert Hoover, who criticized the measure when nominated

by the Republicans as their presidential candidate in 1928. This oppo-

sition was insufficient, however, to prevent the scheme or to permit

its repeal.
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Conclusion

The arguments of opponents and proponents were rehearsed in the

final congressional debates on the issue, held between February and

June 1929d^^ The scheme was enacted by both chambers, after a

House bill—narrowly passed—to postpone its implementation failed

to garner support in the Senate. President Herbert Hoover, publicly an

opponent of the clause, declared it would be in effect from July 1,

1929.

National origins was a significant triumph for a view of the Ameri-

can people as white and racially homogenous, whose integrity should

not be compromised by inappropriate immigrants. This success is

reflected in both the debates about the new policy and its suitability,

and in the thoughts of the leading congressional policy-maker, Albert

Johnson. The new arrangement consolidated the United States’s self-

image as a white nation, unenthusiastic about nonwhite immigrants

and with a particular conception of assimilation, derived from the

Americanization idea of the Anglo-Saxon identity. Since the national

origins regulations enacted in 1929 explicitly excluded “the descen-

dants of slave immigrants” from any computation of the population

of the United States in 1920 for the purpose of determining quotas

and quota eligibility, an obscure but nonetheless discriminatory provi-

sion in respect to African Americans, it is difficult to dissent from the

view that policy-makers wanted to make Americans in a white im-

age. Another commentator made this point, writing in 1952: “[IJn

determination of the total population in the 1924 Immigration Act

Negroes were coupled with Asiatics (who were barred from citizen-

ship), and with American Indians (who could not be proved to be

immigrants). Such an exclusion was not an innocent accident; the

1924 law early achieved notoriety for the racist sentiments which en-

gendered it and the Ku Klux Klan support which ensured its pas-

sage.” This deficiency was perpetuated in the McCarran-Walter bills

of 1952, thereby reaffirming “a bias against Negro immigration

which should have been repudiated long ago.”’^'’

Official accounts of the 1924 immigration law straightforwardly

acknowledged its racial intentions and the conception of American

identity that it promoted. Thus, the Immigration and Naturalization

Service’s monthly review explained in 1947 that “in its broader sense,

the National Origins Plan was intended to preserve the racial compo-
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sition of the United States through the selection of immigrants from

those countries whose traditions, languages and political systems

were akin to those in this country.”’*^ To some extent, a concern

about alienating southern and central Americans exempted these

countries from the 1924 legislation. Senator Reed, for instance, was a

committed Pan-Americanist, and at the time of the legislation, immi-

gration from south of the U.S. border was modest.*'^ This commit-

ment enabled South American countries and Canada to win exemp-

tion from the Western Hemisphere national quotas.

A White Nation

The discussion of immigration policy in the United States during the

period 1900 to 1929 (manifest in the Dillingham Commission’s work,

congressional committee hearings, and the national origins plan) is

vitiated with a fear of inferior “stock” or “races” or “nationalities”

invading and comingling with the “real American stock,” that is,

white descendants of the northwestern Europeans, especially the Eng-

lish, who first settled the New World colonies. African American de-

scendants are considered as involuntary members of the U. S. popula-

tion and as basically unassimilable—hence the system of segregation.

The arguments about the true or genuine “stock” making up Ameri-

cans had malign implications for African Americans: the debates were

about types of European immigrants. By defining these citizens, if

only en passant, as in essence unassimilable, the debates and decisions

about immigration policy contributed powerfully to the definition of

the place of African Americans as lacking full rights of citizenship in

the U. S. polity. It exposed the enmity with which these citizens

were viewed by the dominant white population, specifically those

viewing themselves as eugenically superior to and direct descendants

of the pure stock of colonial settlers. Individualism is now presented

unproblematically as an American constitutional and ideological con-

vention; yet its formulation in this period of eugenic-inspired debate

about immigration was far from race-neutral.''^ This racial bias com-

plemented the entrenched system of segregated race relations opera-

tive in the United States from the end of the nineteenth century and

endorsed by the Supreme Court’s 1896 decision in Plessy v. Ferguson.

The ethos that immigrants should be assimilable with the dominant

“American race” underpinned the debates about immigration; assimi-

lation occurred through de Crevecoeur’s melting pot, but the ingredi-
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ents of this dish were to be predetermined, and blacks were not in-

cluded. Thus, the national origins quota system purported to set

immigration quotas on the basis of the national origins of the U.S.

population. In fact, as a later presidential commission acknowledged,

this was not the case: “[T]he act . . . uses the national origins of the

population of 1920, not of 1950. It excludes from consideration Ne-

groes, American Indians and other non-white people. Thus, it fails to

take into account the national origins of the current population,”

and always presumed these biases. However, this very same 1953 re-

port perpetuated the myth that between 1776 and 1921, immigration

was “unrestricted,”*^' ignoring the exclusion of Chinese and Japanese

migrants, and rather oddly asserted that “there is considerable mys-

tery shrouding the development of the national origins plan.”*-^ As

this chapter has demonstrated, there were entirely identifiable sources

driving this legislation.

Immigration policy-makers were determining who would be enti-

tled to become members of the polity and thereby be empowered to

exercise the right to naturalize. The discussions ineluctably affected

perceptions of and attitudes toward those already present in the

community: new immigrants—Europeans from southern and eastern

Europe—were treated as less than equal in the eyes of the preceding

generations of immigrants, the “old immigrants.” This fundamental

division between two sorts of potential immigrants from Europe

—

those easily assimilable with extant Americans and those from a dis-

tinct background (allegedly burdened with an array of imperfections

and flaws)—structured the formulation of the 1924 Johnson-Reed

Act and the system of quota-based admission initiated in 1929. Con-

sequently, immigration policy compromised the United States’s doc-

trine of equality; as Congressman Adolph Sabath, a member of the

House Immigration Committee, remarked, the 1924 law “would be

the first instance in our modern legislation for writing into our laws

the hateful doctrine of inequality between the various component

parts of our population.”*’^ It was an illiberal decision based on no-

tions of worth and desert incompatible with a political ideology con-

structed from classical liberal sources or with the principle that op-

pressed peoples could find refuge in the United States. With visas to

be issued for European immigrants by U. S. consuls in the immigrants’

home country, the “racial and ethnic composition of immigration

was now legally regulated by the state. ”*^-^ In Ian Dowbiggin’s judg-



Enactmg National Origins • 227

ment, the 1924 and 1929 measures exactly satisfied eugenists’ aims:

“Johnson, [Madison] Grant and their followers were jubilant because

the new legislation penalized southern and eastern European immi-

grants most heavily. They considered the 1924 act their greatest vic-

tory.”’-*' Among psychiatrists, however, eugenic principles were al-

ready in significant decline, according to Dowbiggin.

The Danger ofNew Divisions

Fitzgerald points out that such a legislative success, in terms of racial

and eugenic ambitions, obviated the need for the political coalition

which had strived for such an immigration policy in the preceding

four decades.’-^ However, the political struggle over national origins

gave such advocates a continuing role for the five years after the John-

son-Reed Act was enacted.

As chair of the House Committee on Immigration and Naturaliza-

tion and as key architect of the 1924 law. Congressman Albert John-

son had to field the myriad of petitions, resolutions, letters, and lob-

bying conducted in the five years after the law’s enactment, as the

disputatious issue of quotas was publicly debated. His own corre-

spondence over these years reveals a transformation from a firm com-

mitment to the national origins clause to one of increasing anxiety

about the potential political consequences of this measure, yet there

persists a determination to effect the law. Initially, Johnson viewed the

criticisms of the national origins clause as constituting a “grand as-

sault”;’’^ to one correspondent, he wrote that “the effort to modify

the Immigration Act of 1924 is perpetual. It takes form principally

in proposals to widen the non-quota or exempt classification.”’-’’

Nonetheless, Johnson’s worries should not be exaggerated and, to

restrictionists, he remained the firmest of their allies in Congress. In

June 1924 the Immigration Restriction League told Johnson that

“what you are doing is one hundred times more important than a lot

of things that are making one hundred times as much noise. The

league viewed Johnson as an ardent restrictionist, which he certainly

was in 1924. The Ku Klux Klan “congratulated” Johnson on his “ef-

fort to maintain strict immigration law in our glorious country.”’^’’

Over time. Congressman Johnson seemed more conscious of the

conflicts and divisions ineluctably stirred by the national origins plan.

Increasingly strained by the issues raised in enacting the national ori-

gins provision, Johnson informed Captain Trevor that “agents” of the
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Catholic Church had been “probing this office for several months

past, making inquiries about the National origins but not showing

their hands. In 1926 when the results of the committee of experts

were still awaited, the committee’s clerk informed one colleague that

“Mr. Johnson is disposed to let the 1890 quota basis stand” and

not to shift to national origins. By February 1927, he concluded that

were a proposal to abrogate the national origins scheme introduced

to Congress, “I am of the opinion that two-thirds of the House would

vote to repeal the Origins provision if given an opportunity.

Politically, Johnson also recognized the costs of the national origins

scheme, recording that “the opinion prevails among many of the

restrictionist members of the Committee that to carry National Ori-

gins into effect is to add the opposition of organizations represent-

ing Northwestern European immigration to the continued assaults to

the Southeastern European people, thus increasing a force that will

continue to hammer away and ultimately break down restriction.

Awaiting a report from the Learned Societies on the system, he wrote

to one erstwhile supporter in Massachusetts that “personally, I am
afraid that National Origins in effect will bring about greater racial

antagonisms than any of us have anticipated.” He also thought that

the pro- 1920 census advocates would be exploited “by the other and

greatly enlarged groups for revising National Origins on a 1930 basis

as soon as the next census figures are available. To another voter,

Johnson was surprisingly contrite, as the country awaited, in March

1929, President Hoover’s resolution of a “most awkward situation”:

“I cannot rid my mind from the belief that National Origins in effect

will create racial antagonisms among those of the second and third

generations far beyond anything that has been anticipated. Part of

the reason, which was unacknowledged by Johnson, for such “racial

antagonism” arose from the eugenic assumptions of “race” informing

the new measure. The differentiation between members of the U. S.

polity introduced by this framework could not but induce “racial an-

tagonism.” Of course, Johnson’s concerns were simply in respect to

tensions among different European nationalities and not to the mis-

treatment of nonwhites.



CHAPTER EIGHT

“A Slur on Our Citizenry”

:

Dismantling National Origins: The 1965 Act

The upshot of the divisive debates during the 1920s about immigra-

tion policy was the passage of legislation designed to structure the

ethnic composition of immigrants to the United States. The number

of immigrants was measured against a quota of national origins set

for each country. This arrangement meant that immigrants were

placed against a total of their country of ethnic origin, not necessarily

of birth. Only ethnic groups whose forebears were deemed to have

reached the United States voluntarily were permitted a quota under

the national origins scheme, a device that automatically excluded Af-

ricans (whose enslaved forebears arrived involuntarily), Chinese, and

Japanese. The national origins scheme was purposefully designed to

build up a northwestern European vision of American identity and

nationality, a vision whose architects wished to have no truck with

other groups or races: segregated race relations complemented this

external strategy.

In practice, the 1920s legislation worked in several ways. First, the

number of immigrants entering the United States annually was re-

duced, a trend undoubtedly helped initially by the ravages of the

Great Depression, which froze the American labor market’s pulling

powers. Second, the bias toward European immigrants succeeded,

since few Asians or Hispanics entered the United States in these de-

cades. By 1965, under the national origins allocations, three coun-

tries—the United Kingdom, Ireland, and Germany—were entitled to
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Table 8.1 Immigration Levels, 1951-1960

Country

Average

Present immigration,

Quota 1951-1960

Europe

Austria 1,405 2,968

Belgium 1,297 1,292

Czechoslovakia 2,859 2,880

Denmark 1,175 1,370

Finland 566 668

France 3,069 3,802

Germany 25,814 34,545

Greece 308 4,844

Hungary 865 6,455

Ireland 17,756 6,455

Italv 5,666 18,700

Latvia 235 1,913

Lithuania 384 1,186

Netherlands 3,136 4,719

Norway 2,364 2,467

Poland 6,488 12,798

Portugal 438 2,043

Romania 289 1,743

Spain 250 1,072

Sweden 3,295 1,886

Switzerland 1,698 1,719

Turkey 225 684
United Kingdom 65,361 20,887
U. S. S. R. 2,697 4,650

Yugoslavia 942 5,866

70 percent (108,931) of the places (from a total of 158,503). The re-

mainder of Europe was entitled to 40,483 quota places, and for all

other countries, the total of quotas was 9,089 (Table 8.1). However,

the bald effect of these allocations over time was mitigated. Within

the national origins quota, there was much greater demand from the

European nationalities that were awarded the smaller quotas (that is,

central and southeastern countries) than from the privileged national-

ities of northwestern Europe. Between 1932 and 1950, the former

groups contributed twice as many immigrants as permitted by their

quotas, whereas northwestern ones contributed less than half their

entitlement. The tendency of immigrants from southeastern European
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Table 8.1 (continued)

Country

Present

Quota

Average

immigration,

1951-1960

Asia

China 205 3,274

India 100 314

Indonesia 100 1,012

Iran 100 291

Iraq 100 190

Israel 100 935

Japan 185 4,467

Jordan 100 511

Korea 100 702

Lebanon 100 337

Philippines 100 1,809

Africa

Morocco 100 216

South Africa, Union of 100 232

Tunisia 100 137

United Arab Republic 100 618

Oceania

Australia 100 500

New Zealand 100 189

Source: Derived from data presented in the Congressional Record—Senate, August

23, 1963 vol. 109, p. 15770.

countries to be single males, who later brought in their wives and

families, underpinned these patterns. Nonetheless, as Reed Ueda

notes, the Western Hemisphere overall remained the principal sup-

plier of immigrants between 1929 and 1965: “[W|ith the exception of

the Depression years the Western Hemisphere sent large waves of

newcomers throughout the restrictionist era because it was ex-

empted from quotas and ceilings. Responding to the labor needs of in-

dustry and agriculture, lawmakers had left a gateway open for labor

migration from the Western Hemisphere. Canadian and Mexican im-

migration was especially high, supplying new reserves of labor to fill

the shortages caused by restrictions on immigrants from Europe and

Asia.”’ In addition, the pressures of the Cold War forced numerous

administrative regulations to permit refugees from communist coun-

tries the right of entry (see Table 8.2).-
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Table 8.2 Immigrants Admitted by Special Legislation, 1953-1964

Type and Legislation Number

Refugees

Displaced persons (Displaced Persons Act 1948, nonquota) 1,030

Refugees (Refugee Relief Act, 1953) 189,021

Hungarian parolees (act of July 25, 1958) 30,701

Azores and Netherlands refugees (act of September 2, 1958) 22,213

Refugees and escapees (act of July 14, 1960) 6,111

Special legislation nonquota immigrants

Orphans (act of July 29, 1953) 466

Skilled sheepherders (act of September 3, 1954, nonquota) 385

Immigrants (act of September 11, 1957) 61,948

Immigrants (sections 2 and 3, act of September 22, 1959) 29,337

Immigrants (act of September 26, 1961) 15,525

Other nonquota legislation (special legislation) 412

Immigrants (act of October 24, 1962) 18,944

Source: Derived from “National Quotas for Immigration to End,” Congressional

Quarterly Almanac, 89th Congress, First Session (Washington, D.C.: CQ, 1965),

p. 460.

These empirical trends did not eliminate support for the 1920s sys-

tem of national origins quotas, however, which remained the operat-

ing framework until 1965. The erosion of discriminatory immigration

laws occurred in a piecemeal fashion: a 1934 memorandum by the

Commissioner of Immigration and Naturalization praised the laws of

the 1920s as an embodiment of “the sentiment of the country, includ-

ing that of the racial and alien groups, and have been effective in the

execution of our policy of restrictive and selective immigration.”^ In

1943 the Chinese Exclusion Laws were repealed as a sop to wartime

contingencies. The removal of Chinese restrictions was the first in-

road into the racial immigration framework. Significantly, the deci-

sion reflected foreign policy calculations rather than concerns about

domestic politics or the illiberality of immigration policy; it was or-

chestrated by the Citizens Committee to Repeal Chinese Exclusion.'^

Racial restrictions were excised in respect to India and the Philippines

in 1946.

The chapter concentrates on the efforts to dismantle the national

origins regime established in the 1920s. It begins with a discussion of

the exemption of Mexico from this latter legislation and then exam-
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ines the defense of national origins, concluding with the enactment of

the 1965 law.

The Fluidity of Whiteness

The Johnson-Reed act of 1924, as effected in the 1929 regulations,

made no specifications about immigrants from Mexico and Canada.

Legislating for Mexicans, without enacting limits for the rest of South

America and Canada, was politically unwise, as a member of Calvin

Coolidge’s administration recognized in 1927: he considered it “in-

conceivable” that “for the sake of preventing a relatively insignificant

migration from Mexico, the undesirability of which is at least ques-

tionable, we should endanger our good relations with Canada and

Latin America.”*’ Those Mexicans who did migrate between the

United States and their homes provided valuable cheap labor and

were especially welcomed during the First World War, which was

causing a labor shortage. Robert Divine calls attention to Senator

Reed’s commitment to Pan-Americanism as an important motive for

these exemptions. Divine observes that the majority of senators “be-

lieved traditional American policy toward Latin America demanded

favorable treatment of these countries in immigration policy. Senator

Reed, the leading restrictionist in the Senate, appealed to the idea

of Pan-Americanism as justification for exempting Canada and South

America.”^ The extremely modest scale of immigration from Latin

America, including Mexico, ensured that the sorts of concerns articu-

lated in the 1980s and 1990s were remote from policy-makers’ con-

cerns. Mexicans, however, were rarely welcomed as permanent resi-

dents in the United States, and during the years of the Great

Depression in the 1930s, hundreds of thousands of Mexicans were

expelled by immigration officials. A similar pattern was repeated dur-

ing the Second World War and its aftermath: welcomed during the pe-

riod of wartime labor shortage, Mexicans in the 1950s were subject

to Operation Wetback, a Justice Department initiative that was de-

vised to repatriate them forcefully."

Omitting Mexico and Canada, especially the former, alarmed

eugenists (such as Harry Laughlin) and other policy-makers who
feared that unregulated immigration from Mexico would damage

the national origins principle successfully embodied in the new law.
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Americanizers had also been exercised by the failure of Mexicans to

learn English and to assimilate. In one study in 1920, Mexican immi-

grants were castigated as one of the “exceptions” by failing to join

“the great melting pot of American Amalgamation.” The same ob-

server, Colonel Mans, noted that “this exception has not only been

well marked among that large portion of the Mexican population ab-

sorbed with the territory acquired as a result of the Mexican War, but

also holds true with the hundreds of thousands of Mexicans, who

since 1848 have emigrated to the United States and become identified

with America.”^ He described the attitudes and practices of Mexicans

settled in Texas:

[F]rom a careful study in Texas, where over 500,000 of the Spanish-

American people live, I find but a small percent among the adults who
speak English, although many of such families have lived in Texas for

generations. Not only is this true but there are thousands of such native

born Mexicans who are still celebrating the national holidays of Mexico

and regarding the flag of that republic as theirs.

The report continued:

There are hundreds of small towns scattered throughout Texas where

the population is almost entirely Mexican, where English is rarely spo-

ken. Indeed in some of the towns along the Rio Grande all of the County

officials are Mexican, and Spanish is not only the official language in

those towns, but juries are empanelled from men who do not under-

stand a word of English. Necessarily the entire proceedings of such

courts are transacted in the Spanish language.^

A report for the Chamber of Commerce in 1939 took a less benign

view of Mexican immigrants, identifying “the failure to extend its

provisions to countries of the Western Hemisphere” as “the outstand-

ing defect” of the Immigration Act of 1924. It added that “the restric-

tions imposed upon entries from Europe stimulated an influx of a

most undesirable class of aliens from Mexico, Central and South

America and from our own possessions in the West Indies.”**^

Mexicans were not excluded from rights of citizenship: “lT]he

Mexicans in the border states are classed with the white population

and allowed by law the same privileges of voting, schooling, riding in

the cars, entering hotels, theaters and public places. Generally speak-

ing, Mexican children attend the public schools with American chil-

dren without class discrimination.”" This is a further illustration of
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the historical and sociological constructions of racial categories and

distinctions. Mexican children failed to learn English mostly because

they left school at a very early age (since “as a rule the Mexican child

is bright, intelligent and measures up with the American child quite

well”).^^ Colonel Mans believed that the clash of cultures
—

“gentle,

courteous and timid” Mexicans with the “brusque and hard driving

Anglo-Saxon”—created barriers to Americanization, and he clearly

envisaged this latter as a two-way street: “in order to Americanize

the Mexican portion of our population we must humanize the

Americans. ”1^

Despite such periodic concerns about Mexican immigrants, in

point of fact, until the 1950s, few Mexicans moved permanently to

the United States. Many came as migrant workers but did not make
the United States a permanent residence. Nonetheless, for the eugenist

Harry Laughlin, exempting the potentially damaging Mexicans was

an error. Those who were used to employing Mexican immigrant la-

bor, principally farmers and other employers in the Southwest, proved

sufficiently well organized to resist the demands of eugenists and oth-

ers (including organized labor and the patriotic societies) to end Latin

American immigration. Mexico and the other Latin American coun-

tries benefited from their membership in the Western Hemisphere, a

sphere that many in Washington wished to safeguard. Divine points

to the considerable difficulties facing advocates of Mexican restric-

tion (Canadians were more or less welcomed): if restrictionists “advo-

cated a quota for all Western Hemisphere countries, as they did at

first, they were faced with opposition from northern border states

which were sympathetic to Canada and from the many advocates of

Pan-Americanism. On the other hand, if they supported a quota for

Mexico alone, as they later did, they were open to the charge of

flagrant discrimination against a neighboring country.”'"^ The charge

of “flagrant discrimination” was probably not one of great concern to

most restrictionists, but politically orchestrating a majority in favor of

their proposal proved elusive.

More recently, political scientist Clare Sheridan argues that the de-

bate about Mexican immigration in the 1920s was one that bore fun-

damentally on the “whiteness” of American identity and citizenship.

Sheridan writes that “anti-immigration forces raised the specter of a

permanent Mexican presence in the United States not as citizens, but

as a peon class injurious to national character or ‘Americanness.’”
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The alarm about Mexicans was exploited to reinforce American iden-

tity as white; the restrictionist debates was “about American identity

and citizenship—not the citizenship status of Mexicans, but about

the meaning of citizenship for whites .'''' Such a view, well supported

in Sheridan’s analysis of racialist and eugenic arguments concerning

Mexican immigrants in the 1920s, is further testimony to how the im-

migration debates in this decade contributed to American political de-

velopment, in this instance to eligibility for full membership and the

advantaging of whiteness. More generally. Table 8.3 illustrates just

how successful U.S. restrictionist legislation was in respect to desig-

nated nationalities.

Defending National Origins

The national origins system was regularly defended and not infre-

quently praised by politicians in the 1940s and 1950s. A report of the

Senate Judiciary Committee in 1950*^ concluded that despite the ex-

periences of the Second World War, the system was the one most ap-

propriate for U. S. immigration policy: “without giving credence to

any theory of Nordic superiority, the subcommittee believes that the

adoption of the national origins quota formula was a rational and

logical method of numerically restricting immigration in such a man-

ner as to best preserve the sociological and cultural balance of the

Table 8.3 Immigrant Aliens of Specified Races Admitted to the United States from June

30, 1899 to June 30, 1949

Years Included Chinese

East

Indian Japanese Korean

Pacific

Islander Filipino’’''

1900-1909 19,182 3,989 142,536 7,749 788

1910-1919 18,885 3,184 77,257 996 132

1920-1929 25,523 1,286 40,482 643 82

1930-1939 2,687 179 2,367 85 6 247
1940-1949 7,764 153 904 86 18 3,039

Total, 1899-1949 75,679 8,806 266,941 9,581 1,198 3,286

* Filipinos were counted as aliens only from the enactment of the Philipp ine Independent Act of

1934.

Source: Derived from Monthly Review, Immigration and Naturalization Service, January 1950, and

NAACP Washington Bureau, Part 1, Box 1-107, Folder: Immigration, 1952.
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United States. Keith Fitzgerald concurs with this interpretation, ob-

serving of this substantial Senate inquiry, based on extensive testi-

mony and compilation of statistical evidence, that it “betrayed a sym-

pathy with the goals of the National Origins Act; to preserve the

numerical dominance of Northern and Western European ethnic

groups within the population as a whole.” Crucially, “the report criti-

cized the failure of the law to achieve these ends rather than the

ends themselves.”*^ These assessments came two years before the

passage of the Immigration and Nationality Act (1952), which also

placed a ceiling of 2,000 on immigrants coming from the Asia-Pacific

triangle.*^

The 1 952 Act gave little direct credence to the racial and eugenic ar-

guments in support of the national origins system, as Vialet notes,

simply allowing the system in place to continue and thereby permit-

ting such assumptions to persist: “ll]n contrast to the 1920s, the

case for the national origins system in the early 1950s was not gener-

ally argued on the grounds of racial superiority. Instead the argument

was based partly on sociological theories of the time relating to cul-

tural assimilation.”^** But this interpretation may be too kind. In its

evaluation of the legislation, the NAACP was critical of its racialist

premises: “McCarran says his Bill has eliminated racial restrictions.

Don’t Let Him Fool You. It Hasn’t. In a very subtle way, this Bill

draws the racial line even more tightly for people from the Asia-

Pacific area and the West Indies.”’* The legislation erected “additional

barriers to entry” in respect to applicants from the West Indies.’’ Dis-

cussions of assimilation assumed a melting-pot process, or as sena-

tors critical of the 1952 law concluded, “the McCarran Bill looks

backward to 1920 and uses our population of thirty years ago as the

basis for computing quotas today. Thus, the 1952 law not only

failed to abrogate the national origins system but also augmented it

with additional racist measures, as President Truman’s commission

underscored: the 1952 Act adds

some important racist provisions which, in fact, depart from the basic

theory of the national origins system itself. The 1952 act requires the

establishment of separate subquotas for colonial dependencies in the

Western Hemisphere, a provision which has generally been regarded as

discriminatory against the colored people of the Caribbean area. The

1952 act likewise defines a special geographic area known as the Asia-
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Pacific Triangle. The people of that area are given a special limited racial

or Oriental quota, regardless of the place of their birth—a departure

from the origins principle.

Defenders of national origins in Congress in the 1950s and 1960s re-

hearsed the earlier claims of their predecessors in the 1920s.

The 1952 Act also reflected the political pressures of the Cold War,

these thwarting efforts by President Truman and congressional allies

to liberalize the restrictions inherited from the 1920s. This fact is in-

teresting since external pressure at the same period did contribute to

the desegregationist movement.-^ Nonetheless, the national origins

system garnered its critics. Vetoing the 1952 Bill (a veto overwhelm-

ingly overturned by Congress), President Truman remarked that the

“basis of this quota system was false and unworthy in 1924. It is even

worse now. It is incredible to me that, in this year of 1952, we should

again be enacting into law such a slur on the patriotism, the capacity,

and the decency of a large part of our citizenry.”-^ Emanating from

the president, this is a strong statement, and it vindicates the critics

of the 1924 law who maintained that its designers used spurious

grounds to differentiate between desirable and undesirable immi-

grants. Truman’s intervention implies a fundamental opposition to

the immigration policy established in the 1920s: the 1952 act “em-

bodied the political choice of limiting immigration by continuing the

national origins quota system which had become an institution, albeit

a controversial one, after 30 years of existence.”-^ The 1952 act intro-

duced a new emphasis on highly skilled immigrants, who were to re-

ceive 50 percent of the quota places. A second preference, for 30 per-

cent of the immigrants, was created for parents of U. S. citizens over

the age of twenty-one and unmarried adult children of U. S. citizens.

Permanent resident aliens wishing to bring in spouses and unmarried

children received 20 percent of places.-^

The Walter-McCarran Act finally ended the bar on certain races’ el-

igibility for naturalization. Naturalization was now made open to all.

The act also formally removed race as a bar to immigration. Nonethe-

less, the 1952 legislation was itself subject to intense criticism in the

report of a presidential commission established by President Truman
after his veto (of what some critics daubed “this Bill of Abomina-
tions”^'^) was overturned; the report wanted the immigration law “re-

considered and revised from beginning to end.” Its authors recom-
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mended abolishing the national origins system and replacing it with a

“unified quota system, which would allocate visas without regard to

national origin, race, creed or color. The authors concluded that

the existing immigration and nationality law “rests upon an attitude

of hostility and distrust against all aliens” and “applies discrimina-

tions against human beings on account of national origin, race, creed

and color. They wanted greater openness in the numbers of immi-

grants admitted and elimination of restrictive categories. These laud-

able proposals had no immediate effect on policy, though. There were

strident voices in the Congress who opposed the racism of the 1924

Act, however, and who urged radical reform in 1952. Notably, Adam
Clayton Powell, commenting on the proposal in the 1952 legislation

to set up quotas for Jamaica, Trinidad, and other colonies in the Brit-

ish West Indies, declared that “nothing could be more damaging to

our world prestige than the alienation of the support of the one bill

for the peoples of the colored race in this most critical period.

Powell was drawing attention to the postwar international context

in which decolonization and antiracist movements had become

significant voices.

Efforts by the Eisenhower administration, keenly supported by the

president, to reform the regime that was consolidated in the 1952 leg-

islation largely failed. Reforms creating a more generous policy to-

ward political refugees, especially from communist regimes (including

the Refugee Relief Act of 1953),"^^ were enacted, but the basic ele-

ments of the immigration framework remained untouched. Substan-

tial amendments were crushed by persistent congressional support for

the system created in the 1920s. Supporting legislation in 1957^‘’ to

extend the refugee system. Senator James O. Eastland, chairman of

the Senate Judiciary Subcommittee on Immigration, assured his col-

leagues that “in making these adjustments the bill does not modify the

national origins quota provisions which have been a part of our immi-

gration and nationality system since 1924, and which were carried

forward in the Immigration and Nationality Act [1952].”^-*’ Such tem-

porary reforms were necessitated by the humanitarian casualties of

political repression, particularly in communist countries.

The controversial nature of the national origins system was evident

in congressional debates about immigration policy. Introducing a bill

to reform it in 1963, Senator Philip Hart (D-Mich.) told his col-

leagues that the “essence of our democratic credo is the dignity of
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man. Our constant effort to implement fully this credo, and our vigi-

lant protection of America’s heritage, require that our immigration

policy be brought in line with the moral and ethical principles upon

which our democracy is based. Hart argued that the policy inher-

ited from the 1920s compromised American democratic institutions:

“lOlur present quota system’s discriminatory provisions continue to

generate skepticism relative to America’s practice of democracy. In

these anxious times it is important that we bring our basic immigra-

tion law into line with our more tolerable practice, and with our tra-

ditions and ideals.”^' Hart was a consistent proponent of immigration

reform, seeking both the elimination of national origins quotas and a

rationalization of the myriad of amendments and laws passed, in the

1950s and early 1960s, to aid political refugees and asylum seekers.

He introduced letters and other documents of support into the Con-

gressional Record throughout 1 963 and 1 964 as part of his campaign

for reform.

The chairman of the House Judiciary’s Subcommittee on Immigra-

tion and Nationality until 1963, Congressman Francis E. Walter (D-

Penn.) was a staunch defender of national origins. He served in the

House between 1933 and 1963 and, by 1962, had “blocked all previ-

ous efforts at revision. In 1962 he initiated hearings in Congress on

immigration to inform future policy, an exercise that resulted in eigh-

teen volumes of reports but no legislation.

Minor revisions to the national origins quota were included in

the 1952 law, but the numbers allocated to Asian countries were re-

markably small, precluding a significant growth in the number of

Asian immigrants eligible for naturalization as U. S. citizens. “Race”

was less obviously a barrier to naturalization, but the numbers enti-

tled to exercise this option were small. Asians were allocated against

their country of origin rather than of birth, ensuring that the potential

number of immigrants was decisively limited. This measure also af-

fected some Europeans. In his autobiography, the historian Peter Gay
records how his family’s efforts to leave Nazi Berlin were trammelled

by his father’s birth in the part of Silesia that was given to Poland in

1918: “he had been born in that narrow sliver of Silesian territory

turned over to Poland in the peace treaties following the First World
War.” This place of birth affected his application to the United States,

since American law required a petitioner for admission to be classified

according to the status of his country of birth when the application
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was made. The consequence was plain: “[Ajccording to American im-

migration authorities, then, my father was a Pole, making him one

of fewer than six thousand to be eligible each year. That this provi-

sion of the law was sheer nonsense made no difference. In his state-

ment vetoing the 1952 bill (which was overriden by Congress), Presi-

dent Truman expressed appreciation of the dangerous convergence

between the national origins system and the discredited racial doc-

trines underpinning German Nazism: “|T|he greatest vice of the pres-

ent quota system is that it discriminates, deliberately and intention-

ally, against many of the peoples of the world. The purpose behind it

was to cut down and virtually eliminate immigration to this country

from Southern and Eastern Europe. A theory was invented to ratio-

nalize this objective. The theory was that in order to be readily assimi-

lable, European immigrants should be admitted in proportion to the

numbers of persons of their respective national stocks already here as

shown by the census of 1920.”'^^ Not only was the system discrimina-

tory, argued Truman, but it subverted U.S. foreign policy objectives in

fighting communism: “Today, we have entered into an alliance, the

North Atlantic Treaty, with Italy, Greece and Turkey, against one of

the most terrible threats mankind has ever faced . . . But through this

bill we say to their people: You are less worthy to come to this coun-

try than Englishmen or Irishmen. An initiator of investigative com-

mittees on civil rights and racial inequality in the Armed Services,'’^

President Truman was fully acquainted with the inequities of U. S.

immigration policy. As Reed Ueda observes of the 1952 law, it “per-

petuated the legacy of restriction out of fear that immigration would

undermine national strength. The act expressed an isolationist nation-

alism.”''^ Since Truman was no amateur in foreign affairs, his opposi-

tion to the legislation is all the more significant.

Ironically, despite the huge political effort expended on implement-

ing the national origins system in the 1920s, its practical effectiveness

had evaporated by the 1950s and 1960s. Most obviously, the prefer-

ential treatment provided for Western Hemisphere countries was not

taken advantage of after World War Two. Only one of three immi-

grants came from the national origins system. A report in the 1 louse

of Representatives on the 1965 legislation made this pattern clear:

“[T]he national origins system has failed to maintain the ethnic bal-

ance of the American population as it was designed and intended

since the nations favored with the high quotas have left their quotas
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largely unused. Immigration statistics establish that only one of every

three immigrants, during the last two decades, actually was admitted

to the United States as a quota immigrant under the national origins

system. After 1945, American immigration trends failed to realize

the ambitions of either the 1929 national origins system or the 1952

McCarran-Walter Act: “|B|etween 1946 and 1965, only 57 percent of

all immigrants admitted to the United States were from Europe; the

percentage was well below that by the early 1960s. Due to the various

refugee laws, more southern and eastern Europeans were admitted

than was provided for under the quota system. The Western Hemi-

sphere did dominate immigrant numbers, however. Of the two-thirds

total annual quota allotted to Great Britain, Ireland, and Germany,

many places were unclaimed: in 1964, as one senator remarked,

“more than one-half of Great Britain’s quota of 65,361 was unused,

and more than one-third of Ireland’s quota of 17,756 was unused.” In

contrast, countries with small quotas, such as Greece or Italy, “have

lengthy waiting lists of eligible people. The fact that such discrimina-

tion is written into the law, in a country which basically believes in

equal justice under the law for all men, raises severe doubts about our

sincerity.”'*^ Political refugees received an increasing number of

places, and immigrants from Western Hemisphere countries were able

to claim the places left under the national origins quotas. Despite this

failure to realize the ethnic and racial aims of the 1920s system, its

formal abolition was far less automatic.

Domestically, of much greater consequence was the internal migra-

tion of African Americans between the 1930s and 1950s from the

South to the North. Combined with wartime pressures to

desegregate^' and the civil rights movement of the 1950s, these devel-

opments redefined the question of race in the United States as solely

one of black-white relations and inequalities."^^ Although the racism

of Nazi Germany and the values of victors of the Second World War
all pointed to the spuriousness of differences based in unpersuasive bi-

ological essentialism—and the fundamentally sociological character

of such distinctions—nonetheless, “race relations” after 1945 devel-

oped as an intellectual field and policy framework concerned with

black-white issues. That this simplistic binary was both consequen-

tial and of lasting significance is made plain by the renewed interest in

“whiteness” examined in Chapter 2. As Matthew Jacobson points

out, the issues that so alarmed Americanizers in the 1920s—about as-
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similability and the persistence of isolated communities based around

ethnic loyalties—had evaporated. This transformation was itself a

racialized one, however: “|A) complex system of races had given way
to a strict scheme of black and white, which itself implied an ab-

sence of race on the white side and a presence of race on the black.

The ‘ethnic’ experience of European immigrant assimilation and mo-
bility, meanwhile, became the standard against which blacks were

measured—and found wanting. In this context the new restrictions

of 1952 in respect to black immigrants were striking.

Abandoning National Origins: The 1965 Act

The 1965 law was several years in the making. President Eisenhower’s

initiatives proved abortive. In 1961, President John E. Kennedy, a

critic of national origins when he was a senator in the 1950s, entered

the White House with a commitment to end the system. He supported

bills introduced in Congress in 1961 and 1962 to scrap the system.

Before his assassination, Kennedy drafted legislation to phase out the

national origins quotas at the rate of 20 percent a year. Echoing the

verv criticisms leveled at the svstem when it was established in the

1920s, Kennedy lambasted immigration policy, identifying it as his

“most urgent and fundamental reform.” He explained that “the use

of a national origins system is without basis in either logic or rea-

son.”''' These criticisms go to the heart of why the national origins

system operated as a racial mechanism.

President Lyndon Johnson picked up the mantle—informing Con-

gress in January 1965 that an immigration bill was planned—and

pushed through the 1965 law (or technically amendments to the 1952

law). In his 1965 State of the Union address. President Johnson de-

clared, “let a just nation throw open the city of promise to those in

other lands seeking the promise of America, through an immigration

law based on the work a man can do and not where he was born or

how he spells his name.” Submitting his bill on immigration, Johnson

described the national origins framework as “incompatible with our

basic American tradition. The legislation nicely complemented his

other two major democratic reforms, the Civil Rights Act of 1 964 and

the Voting Rights Act of 1965. Together, these three pieces of legisla-

tion consolidated democratic principles and institutions in the United

States, as one observer correctly comments: “|P|ublic support for the
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repeal of the national origins quota system reflected genuine changes

in public attitudes toward race and national origins. The 1965 immi-

gration legislation was as much a product of the mid-sixties, and the

predominantly Democratic 89th Congress which also produced ma-

jor civil rights legislation, as the 1952 Act was a product of the Cold

War period of the early 1950’s.”^^ This account rather neglects the

sources of the scheme operative in the 1920s.

Speaking in the Senate in 1963, Senator Hiram Fong (from Hawaii)

remarked that “America’s agonizing reappraisal of her racial policies

and practices is manifest in our Birminghams and Cambridges, our

New Yorks and Chicagos, in the demonstrations and disturbances

stirring many communities across the Nation.” He counseled a recon-

struction of immigration policy to complement the domestic attempts

to establish equality, “because the racial restrictions inherent in our

present immigration laws disparage our democratic heritage.” These

restrictions contradicted “the spirit and principles of the Declaration

of Independence, the Constitution of the United States, and our tradi-

tional standards of fairness and justice. Fong expatiated on the

connection between domestic inequality and a discriminatory immi-

gration policy:

[A]t home, we have wiped out racial barriers. . . We are making

significant progress in desegregating our public schools, housing, busi-

ness, and public accommodations, and protecting the voting rights of all

citizens. It is imperative that we, as a Nation, recognize this great up-

heaval in our Nation and throughout the world for equal status. . . We
have erected racial barriers that deny equal dignity and respect to more
than one-half of the world’s population. These racial barriers are bad for

America. They hurt America’s image as the leader of the free world. For

example, do Senators know that under present American immigration

quotas for Asia and the Pacific areas more than 50 percent of the people

who populate our newest State could be almost totally excluded from

the United States? That Ireland, with a population of 2,815,000 has a

larger quota than all Asia, with a population of nearly 1.5 billion

Fong itemized eight ways in which extant immigration policy dis-

criminated between foreign groups (and see table 8.1). First, national

origins quotas in 1965 were given only to white nations: “Polyne-

sians, orientals, and Negroes were totally excluded. The 1952 law

modified this restriction modestly by giving 100 places each to orien-

tal, Polynesian, and African countries. In the House of Representa-
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tives, Congressman Libonati (D-Ill.) made a similar point, complain-

ing that the national origins system “excluded the descendants of

slave immigrants from total population figures—a sad commentary
upon honest thinking to disclassify in citizenship almost the entire

Negro population. Second, the 1952 Act gave only 1.53 percent of

annual immigration quotas to countries in the Asia-Pacific triangle.

Third, “while place of birth determines the quota under which a

white person would fall, race, or ancestry is determinative for Polyne-

sian and oriental persons.”''*^ Fourth, a special quota of 100 existed

within the Asia-Pacific category for the thousands of oriental and

Polynesian people living around the world. Not surprisingly, there

was disagreement about who should be included in this small quota.

Fifth, the law in respect to China was idiosyncratic. It had two quo-

tas: one of 100 for the white persons born in China and one of 105 for

Chinese people irrespective of where they were born. Sixth, orientals

living in Eastern Hemisphere countries were charged to a general

quota. Seventh, the law continued to penalize immigrants from cen-

tral and southeastern Europe: “the combined quotas for Greece, Tur-

key, and Spain, for example, come to 783, which is roughly one-third

of the quota we allot to Norway.”-''^ Eighth, the treatment of depend-

ents differed by race: “under the 1952 act, an Asian family of mixed

blood may be separated in migration if the wife is accountable to an

oversubscribed quota, although her husband is chargeable to an open

quota.” This treatment contrasted with a non-Asian wife accountable

to an oversubscribed quota, who could be given the quota of her im-

migrant husband, if he had access to an open quota.

Michigan’s senator, Philip Hart, praised Fong’s inventory of the dis-

criminatory clauses in U. S. immigration policy as “definitive,” and he

restated his conviction that “an immigration policy with different

standards of admissibility for different racial and ethnic groups, a pol-

icy with unjust strictures against family unification, in short, a policy

with built-in bias, should have no place on our statute books. Sena-

tor Paul Douglas (D-111.), speaking in 1965, criticized American immi-

gration law for discriminating “against Asians and southern Europe-

ans who wish to come to the United States to live, by allotting to them

unreasonably small portions of this quota. He somewhat icily re-

minded the senators of the foreign-policy implications of the national

origins system: “1 hope the well-meaning people who support the

present law as a guardian of the national character will take heed of
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the problem which it poses for our representatives abroad, who must

reconcile the national origins system with our claims of equality for

all.”^^ Similar inconsistencies had faced U. S. diplomats in respect to

the country’s segregated race relations.

The ideological and political support that underpinned the enact-

ment of the national origins system in the 1920s had dissipated by the

mid-1960s. It is not coincidental that the 1965 Immigration Act was

enacted in the wake of the country’s civil rights movement: the incon-

gruity between racial exclusion of designated immigrants and the

inadequacy of domestic democratization measures was never more

graphic. Massachusetts Senator Edward Kennedy told the Congress

that the old patriotic societies no longer defended the system: “[A|ll

recognized the unworkability of the national-origins quota system

and at the close of the meetings agreed to cooperate in finding a new

formula for the selection of immigrants. No significant opposition to

eliminating the national-origins quota system was organized by any

of their organizations.”^'^ In 1979, Senator Kennedy denounced the

inheritance bequeathed by the 1952 law, declaring that “it was flawed

from the beginning with discriminatory and anti-alien provisions.

Some of the more blatantly racist and objectionable sections—such as

the national origins quota system and the Asia-Pacific Triangle provi-

sions—were repealed in 1965. But not much else was changed.

President Johnson’s bilP^ was introduced by Representative Em-

manuel Celler (D-N.Y.) and Senator Hart. Both Erancis Walter’s re-

placement with Michael A. Eeighan (D-Ohio) and the massive Demo-
cratic victory of 1964 (producing an almost 2 to 1 majority for the

party) augured well for change (despite Eeighan’s long-standing feud

with Judiciary chairman Celler). Eeighan’s support was important to

the passage of the Act. He was committed to ending the national ori-

gins quota system, particularly in contrast to his predecessor. Repre-

sentative Francis Walter, who had consistently deflected initiatives to

reform it.^^ Eeighan had previously introduced legislation to reallo-

cate unused quota places on grounds other than race or nationality.

His decision in 1964 to schedule hearings on the revision of the na-

tional origins system provided the opportunity for the first such hear-

ings in twelve years. Tensions between Celler and Eeighan marred but

did not prevent the legislative process.

The bill was signed into law by President Johnson on October 3,
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1965, after a lengthy and frequently contentious legislative process.

The 1965 act abolished national origins as the basis for quota alloca-

tion between immigrants. This fundamental change was not designed

to open the United States to increased numbers of immigrants but

simply to end inequities in the selection of immigrants. The new law

stated that “no person shall receive any preference or priority or be

discriminated against in the issuance of an immigrant visa because of

his race, sex, nationality, place of birth, or place of residence,”

thereby ending national origins quotas and the Asia-Pacific triangle.

The new arrangements regarding national origins became operative

on July 1, 1968. The 1965 law set an annual aggregate of 170,000

immigrants from the Eastern Hemisphere (within a total of 270,000),

though no single country could claim over 20,000 places, and intro-

duced a new preference system under which immigrants could apply.

(As with previous legislation, these numbers did not include spouses

or children of immigrants.) The new preferences favored highly

skilled immigrants, though efforts systematically to restrict Western

immigration numbers failed. Political refugees received formal sta-

tus. The national origins arrangement was abrogated, though the new
emphasis on kin-based immigration continued to favor groups al-

ready present in the United States, and the new system was criticized

for this reason (see later). Restrictionists and nativists who had driven

previous immigration decisions were mute,^® except for organized la-

bor, which was suspicious of the preference accorded to the highly

skilled. The 1965 bill replaced the term “feebleminded” with “men-

tally retarded” to refer to those excluded on grounds of severe learn-

ing disability.

Ending the national origins system was opposed by Senators

Everett Dirksen (Republican) of Illinois and Sam Ervin (Democrat

and later chair of the Senate Watergate hearings) of North Carolina;

however, after Johnson’s landslide victory for the Democrats in Con-

gress in 1964, the oppositional power of the Republicans was de-

pleted. They wanted a ceiling set on Western Hemisphere immigra-

tion, claiming that existing trends implied a rapid escalation,

especially from South American countries. President Johnson acceded

to this demand, while also won over about the argument for family-

or kin-based preferences. The ceiling was put at 120,000 for the West-

ern Hemisphere, operative from 1968. Backlogs in this quota and
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undersubscription in the Eastern Hemisphere quotas forced changes

in 1976 and 1978 that ended the distinction between the hemispheres

and set a world ceiling of 290,000 immigrants per annum.

Dirksen’s and Ervin’s support for the family-based preference sys-

tem was crucial: it permitted a modern version of the national origins

system in that it naturally favored nationalities already present in the

United States. In the Senate debate, however (between September 17

and 22, 1965), Senator Ervin expressed more annoyance with anti-

national origin lobbying tactics than with the argument that it should

be replaced. Ervin’s reasoning was often tortuous (including the im-

plausible claim that “one of the chief virtues of the national origins

quota system . . is the fact it places the control of quota immigration

in the hands of the mathematicians rather than in the hands of the

politicians”).^' He favored “retaining our basic immigration law in

substantially its present form.”^- Other southern senators (such as

Thurmond, South Carolina; McClellan, Arkansas; Ellender, Louisi-

ana; and Eastland, Mississippi) were much more critical of the new

bill and robustly defended the national origins system.

Texan Congressman O. C. Eisher also defended national origins cri-

teria, though the logic of his position was not compelling; it rivaled

some of the more perverse defenses of segregation: “[Tjhe alleged dis-

crimination is, of course, ridiculous. Since admissions from various

European countries is now based upon the ratio of people from those

nations who were here in 1920, it would be just as sensible to con-

tend that the Italians, the Russians, the Erench, others discriminated

against this country because more of them did not choose to emi-

grate here prior to 1920.”"^ His congressional colleague Richard S.

Schweiker (R-Penn.) took the obverse view and urged enactment of

the new law in order that “all the discriminatory aspects of our immi-

gration policy” would be eliminated: “let us fashion a new law which

eliminates all discrimination on the basis of national origin and asks

only of a man what he can contribute to the American civilization of

1965.”^"' This view was shared by a New York congressman who
complained that “for all too long America’s immigration and natural-

ization laws have been in conflict with our national history and ideals

. . . our present policy actually discriminates among applicants for ad-

mission into the United States on the basis of accident of birth. The
national origins system thus implies that people from one country are

more desirable than people from another.”^*' In fact, the system did
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not “imply” this; it enshrined the principle in law. These were not iso-

lated voices; such views garnered widespread support in the House
of Representatives, from both Democrats and Republicans. The sorts

of groups who had lobbied most intensely for the national origins sys-

tem in the 1920s offered only mild opposition to the new law, appar-

ently placated by the proposed numerical limit on the number of

immigrants from either the Western or the Eastern Hemisphere. An
impressive list of organizations—including the American Federation

of Labor and Congress of Industrial Organizations (AFL-CIO), the

National Committee for Immigration Reform (whose members in-

cluded former Presidents Truman and Eisenhower), the American Im-

migration and Citizenship Conference, and various organizations

representing ethnic groups (especially Italians, Greeks, and Japanese)

in the United States—campaigned for the reform. An opinion poll

conducted in the summer of 1965 found support for removing the na-

tional origins system, though not for a significant increase in the

number of immigrants. The chairman of the National Americanism

Commission of the American Legion (an organization intimately in-

volved in the Americanization of the 1920s), Daniel J. O’Connor, fa-

vored retaining McCarran-Walker but recognized the probability of

reform; consequently, the organization wanted Congress to ensure

that no one country had a disproportionate number of immigrants.

Opposition to abandoning the national origins system came from

predictable sources, often aligned with the sorts of organizations that

had driven the restrictionist reforms of the 1920s. Thus, the American

Coalition of Patriotic Societies had an Immigration Committee,

chaired by John B. Trevor, Jr., which strongly favored retention of the

McCarran-Walter Act. Employing outdated language, Trevor told the

House Immigration Committee that the national origins quota sys-

tem was “based upon our own people” and that “national origins

simply attempts to have immigration into the U. S. conform in com-

position to our own people,” precisely the language and arguments of

the 1920s. Such assertions received little overt support in 1965, how-

ever, and the phrase of “our own people” was quite at variance with

the politics of the 1960s.

Overall, the dominant mood in Congress favored reform, with

many congresspeople contrite about the discrimination permitted by

the national origins system. This view defeated opponents of change.

Despite the importance of ending national origins, its replacement
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with family-based criteria diluted the force of the 1965 reform. The

new law “did not do away with selectivity in admission; it only substi-

tuted new and less invidious criteria for admission.” These new crite-

ria were, “first and principally, relationship to a citizen or lawfully

resident alien; second and less heavily weighted, personal qualificat-

ions of ability and training; and finally, chronological order of appli-

cation for admission. This last factor influenced the distribution of

admissions significantly in the years after 1965. Japanese Americans

had little reason to celebrate the shift to kin-based immigration, for

instance, their representatives telling Congress that “there are very

few of Asian-Pacific origin in this country who are entitled to pro-

vide the specified preference priorities to family members and close

relatives abroad.” Consequently, “although the immigration bill elim-

inates race as a principle, in actual operation immigration will still be

controlled by the now discredited national origins and the general

patterns of immigration which exist today will continue for many
years to come.”^® Some critics charged that the diversity lottery, in-

cluded in the Immigration Act of 1990 (whereby nationals of

identified countries could submit applications to the Department of

State from which a random number would be awarded a limited num-

ber of visas independent of family ties) revived a modest form of

national origins, given how it favored groups present in the United

States. It was supported by white ethnic groups, notably Irish Ameri-

cans, and opposed by organizations representing Asian and Hispanic

Americans.

The new law provided for a three-year phasing out (from July 1,

1965, to June 30, 1968) of the national origins quota system. Each

country outside the Western Hemisphere was limited to an annual to-

tal of 20,000 immigrants. In spite of the caveats attached to the law,

the legislation constituted a significant change in immigration policy,

at least in respect to criteria of race or ancestry: these factors were ex-

cluded as grounds for the selection of immigrants. The 1965 act was
certainly denounced in later decades by restrictionists,^® who com-
plained about its effects in opening U.S. immigration to those previ-

ously excluded. The 1965 Act (formally an amendment to the 1952

law) was intended by the Johnson administration to abrogate the na-

tional origins criterion and the Asia-Pacific limits. These aims were

accomplished, but Congress coupled their erosion with new restric-
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tive measures, a ceiling on Western Hemisphere immigration and a la-

bor certification requirement. Such restrictions were not part of the

bill’s drafters’ intent and were in fact opposed by the White House.

Congress was able to wield sufficient political pressure to require the

inclusion of such restrictions as conditions necessary for the bill’s en-

actment. Furthermore, as one scholar notes, “[Allthough the adminis-

tration had overwhelming majorities in both houses of Congress, im-

migration bills notoriously raise divisive issues that do not follow

party lines. So there may well have been reluctance to put party

loyalty to the test, a reluctance underlined by the conspicuous defec-

tion of conservative Democrats in the Senate.”^’ President Johnson’s

renowned legislative skills^^ undoubtedly facilitated lawmaking in

an area that had notoriously become a quagmire for other policy-

makers.

Conclusion

Among European immigrants, central and southeastern Europeans

gained from the 1965 reform, building on their successes in getting

immigrants into the United States by exploiting the undersubscription

for places under the national origin quotas. The other major trend af-

ter 1965 was a veritable explosion in the number of immigrants from

the Eastern Hemisphere. Between 1970 and 1990, the Asian-Ameri-

can population grew from 1.5 to 7.3 million, whose members were

mainly immigrants and whose country of origin was diverse. Poli-

tically, Asian Americans have become a significant force since the

early 1980s, in a way largely independent of the past discrimina-

tory experience of Chinese and Japanese Americans. This result was

unanticipated. Simultaneously, immigration from Mexico and Cen-

tral America rose, as did the numbers coming from South America.

Once in the country, these groups immediately affected the backlog

system (until 1963, Asian immigrants labored under an absolute limit

of 2,000 per year). Mexicans had unlimited access until 1976.

The changes to Western Hemisphere immigration enacted in the

1965 legislation permitted an increase in the numbers from the coun-

tries in that hemisphere. A ceiling of 120,000 was set in the law, oper-

ative from July 1, 1968, and these places were rapidly taken up. In

fact, a backlog of applicants for permission to enter as immigrants



ISl • Legislating Americans

quickly formed: by 1976, the backlog meant that there was a waiting

period of two-and-a-half years for a visa for applicants from this

hemisphere.^** In 1978, ceilings by hemisphere were abolished, and a

worldwide ceiling was instituted.

Between 1966 and 1991, 15.53 million immigrants were admitted

to the United States, mostly regulated by the 1965 law. In the thirty-

six years predating 1965, the national origins system admitted a total

of 5.8 million immigrants.^** Exempted from both the 1924 and the

1952 laws, Mexicans migrating to the United States faced relatively

easy entry. Thus, although tens of thousands of illegal immigrants or

aliens were deported by the U. S. Immigration and Naturalization Ser-

vice (INS) in the 1950s, the numbers of Mexican migrants steadily

grew: in 1952, 200,000 temporary Mexican bracero workers**^ and

over 300,000 in 1954 were admitted;^^ there was also substantial ille-

gal immigration from Mexico and elsewhere (Table 8.4). The migra-

tion of temporary Mexican workers from the mid- 1940s did not in-

terest the principal restrictionists in Congress, such as Senator Pat

McCarran, the cosponsor of the 1952 legislation. Later trends are

considered in the next chapter.

Two concluding points bear underlining. First, the national origins

system failed in practice to structure immigration patterns to the de-

gree hoped for by its architects. This failure arose from unanticipated

circumstances rather than from opposition to its discriminatory prin-

ciples or from inadequate implementation. Furthermore, the contra-

diction between its discriminatory framework, supplemented in 1952,

and U. S. democratic principles was clear. Second, the urge to distin-

Table 8.4 Aliens Apprehended, Deported, and Required to Depart,

1941-1976

Years

Included

Number of

Aliens

Apprehended

Total Number
of Aliens

Expelled

Number
of Aliens

Deported

Number of

Aliens Required

to Depart

1941-50 1,377,210 1,581,774 1 10,849 1,470,925

1951-60 3,584,229 4,013,547 129,887 3,883,660

1961-70 1,608,336 1,430,902 96,374 1,334,528

1976 875,915 793,092 27,998 765,094

Source: Derived from U. S. Department of Justice, Annual Report of the Immigration

and Naturalization Service, 1976, p. 126.
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guish between types of immigrants has been a persistent one in U. S.

immigration policy since the 1880s, most powerfully manifest in the

legislation enacted in the 1920s but restated in 1952 and, initially, re-

tained in the family-based system established in 1965. Such a propen-

sity sits uncomfortably with the claim that the United States is a soci-

ety reluctant to differentiate between its members.
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PART FOUR

Legacies





CHAPTER NINE

After Americanization:

Ethnic Politics and Multiculturalism

The earnest Americanizers of the interwar years now appear dated.

Not only would the idea of systematically instilling a rigorous form of

Americanism constitute an improbable political agenda, but also the

political developments since the 1960s effectively preclude such an

approach. The vast array of individualist and group politics, which

are organized across an extraordinary range of causes, renders remote

the notion of a mono-Americanization. In part, it was the ascriptive

restrictions coincident with this movement that accounts for its dated-

ness. Responses and reactions to the narrowness of traditional Ameri-

canism are the subject of this chapter.

Prior to the 1920s, the United States had already undertaken im-

portant decisions affecting who were acceptable as members of the

polity. Both the Chinese Exclusion Law of 1882 and limits on other

Asian immigrants underlined a hostility to non-European immigrants

that enjoyed some legislative expression until the middle of the twen-

tieth century. The debate in the 1920s was principally about distinc-

tions between European immigrants. This concentration had obvious

implications for the place of both non-European immigrants and Afri-

can Americans in the United States. By the 1960s and 1970s, the

legacies of these biases fed into the group consciousness that fueled

the civil rights movement and so-called revived ethnic group politics.'

That new group consciousness set the context for what Joseph Rhea

terms the “Race Pride Movement,” which he finds manifest among
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Asian Americans, Indian Americans, Latinos, and African Americans^

and which fueled multiculturalism. The discourse or language of the

immigration debate created categories of “desirable” and “undesir-

able” immigrants, the rejection of which has featured in post- 1960s

political debate. As the previous chapter reported, the 1920s regula-

tions remained in place, despite their discriminatory character, until

the mid-1960s, at which point their abandonment coincided with a

more general and national concern with civil rights. These factors in-

teracted: for instance, stressing the attractiveness of old immigrants

compared with that of new ones indirectly supported the second-class

position of nonwhite Americans, especially African American victims

of discriminatory segregation.

For some commentators, these political movements do not dent the

achievement of immigration in the United States, in two senses: immi-

gration has improved the lot of vast numbers of people who migrated

to that nation; and second, a genuine melting pot has developed, not

simply a reflection of Anglo-Saxon values. The historian Reed Ueda

takes this latter position: by the 1960s, he argues, “[A] real historical

melting pot that was neither Anglo conformist nor homogeneous had

formed ... It produced a shared national culture and a heterogeneous

and constantly changing set of ethnic cultures.” He adds that “even

Anglo-Saxons were in the mix, and they were blending with others

too. The changes in the melting pot occurred in a cumulative way,

but not with linear simplicity, over a succession of generations.

New cultural elements, once recognizably foreign, over time became

quintessentially American. Thus the melting pot itself changed irre-

sistibly and unpredictably.”"^ This view runs the danger of reifying

the “melting-pot” concept itself, since Ueda appears implicitly to ac-

knowledge that the concept of a melting pot promoted in the 1920s

was spurious because of its Anglo-Saxon bias. Whether this earlier

melting pot can subsequently be transformed is far from self-evident.

This chapter considers two of the consequences arising from the

Americanization movement and from the restrictive immigration pol-

icy of the interwar period. The first consequence is the revival of eth-

nic politics since the 1960s, mainly among Americans whose immi-

grant forebears came from European countries and whose identity

was undervalued in the surge to Americanize. The second is the devel-

opment of multiculturalism, a programmatic ambition of those

groups in the United States who conclude that their historical experi-
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ences have been belittled or ignored in conventional narratives of U.S.

history and who were largely written out of the Americanization pro-

cess. To return to the issues introduced at the beginning of the book,

the proposition advanced in this chapter is that both trends arise,

in part, from the way in which immigration policy in the 1920s

defined membership of the U.S. polity. In particular, the relatively nar-

row model of assimilation promoted in that decade’s Americanization

movement could not but be tested in later vears as those Americans
*

who felt unduly marginalized by its assumptions struggled to be rec-

ognized politically; the regime underpinning this discriminatory im-

migration policy was roundly imploded in the 1960s.

A New Ethnic Politics

The reform of immigration in the 1960s and the enactment of the

Civil Rights Act of 1 964 and of the Voting Rights Act of 1 965 proved

collectively to be a backdrop to a new politics."^ Some citizens,

defining themselves in terms of groups based often on ethnicity, began

to demand a fuller political role. These included both so-called minor-

ity groups, such as Native Americans or Latinos or Asian Americans,

who were sometimes eligible for special treatment, and older ethnic

groups (earlier targets of the antihyphenated American campaign, for

instance). For these latter groups, the articulation of a pronounced

ethnic identity was both a celebration of their tradition and later a re-

sponse to affirmative action.

The Resilience of Ethnic Loyalties

Some observers have identified a “white ethnic revival” in the United

States since the 1970s. Part of an articulation of a backlash against

affirmative action programs, such ethnic soul-searching was also, in

Elliott Barkan’s view, the “culmination of a cultural searching by sec-

ond-and-third generation European Americans that coincided with

their efforts to secure at last their material gains in contemporary

America.”^ Since this alleged “revival” occurred before conflict over

affirmative action intensified, Barkan’s interpretation is persuasive.

Indeed, Oscar Handlin had observed in 1951 that American identity

did not imply the “simple conformity to a previous pattern, but the

adjustment to a new situation. In the process the immigrants became

more rather than less conscious of their own peculiarities.”^ The his-
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torical evidence about degrees and types of assimilation is mixed/ and

the extent of group identity should be not overdrawn. Indeed, Rich-

ard Alba warns from his study of ethnic identity that “the transforma-

tion of ethnicity has not run its full course among Americans of Euro-

pean ancestry.”^

An influential interpretation of ethnic politics was developed in

1963 by Nathan Glazer and Daniel Patrick Moynihan, from their

study of New York City.^ They identified five ethnic groups in the city

(African Americans, Puerto Ricans, Italians, Jews, and Irish), observ-

ing, however, in their revised edition that the inclusion of the first

group made little “political” sense and that their prediction about Af-

rican Americans were flawed: “where the book failed was in deter-

mining what kind of group Negroes would form. As an ethnic group,

they would be one of many. As a racial group . . . they would form a

unique group in American society.” Glazer and Moynihan’s reduction

of African Americans to an ethnic group was false. Their ethnic group

model overlooked the tradition of black nationality movements. They

observed that “when we wrote Beyond the Melting Pot [in 1963], the

alternatives seemed to lie between assimilation and ethnic group sta-

tus: they now seem to lie somewhere between ethnic group status and

separatism. ”1® Informing this discussion is recognition of both the dis-

tinct position of African Americans in the United States and the unex-

pected tenacity of ethnic group loyalties and memberships; thus, the

authors remark that “the long-expected and predicted decline of eth-

nicity, the fuller acculturation and the assimilation of the white ethnic

groups, seems once again delayed—as it was by World War I, World

War II, and the cold war.”''

A politically influential statement of the white ethnic revival was

provided by Michael Novak in his book The Rise of Unmeltable

Ethnicsd^ This tendency, in Novak’s version, can be seen as the re-

turn of the issues provoking the national origins framework in the

1920s: the devaluing of some nationalities or ethnic groups (princi-

pally southern and eastern Europeans) in comparison with others

(northwestern Europeans) and a desire to stress national unity over

ethnic traditions. Novak worried about the damage done to ethnic

identities and traditions by the individualism conventionally heralded

as the centerpiece of American political culture. In this view, the

family, religious, and community sources of identity and loyalty

were victims of the United States’s proclaimed individualism: if indi-
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vidualism was central to identity and success in the United States,

then combining it with group loyalties was immensely difficult.

Such individualism was the especial providence of the dominant

Anglo-Saxon group whose values were central to the Americaniza-

tion movement and shaped the national origins immigration system.

By implication, this deracination of ethnic group loyalty not only

arose from “the prevailing American value system, with its domi-

nant myth of self-help,” but also had “divided America more deeply

even than the issues of war and race.”*^ This view of a narrow, Euro-

pean-based, and exclusionary conception of U.S. identity has its de-

fenders still.

Ironically, the renewed interest in their origins and ethnic tradi-

tions signified a challenge by these white ethnic groups to the melting-

pot ethos, complementing the challenge that was mounted, partly

through the civil rights movement, by African Americans. Thus, in

his study of white ethnic groups in the United States, Richard Alba

alights on a “paradoxical divergence” since the mid-twentieth cen-

tury: he finds a divergence “between the long-run and seemingly

irreversible decline of objective ethnic differences—in education and

work, family and community—and the continuing subjective impor-

tance of ethnic origins to many white Americans.”'^ Alba is drawing

attention to the continued and strongly held commitment to an ethnic

loyalty articulated by some white Americans. From this finding. Alba

posits the emergence of an overarching category of “European Ameri-

cans” that is in possession of “its own myths about its place in Ameri-

can history and the American identity.” He argues that “the transfor-

mation of ethnicity among whites does not portend the elimination of

ethnicity” but does portend a new one composed of Americans of Eu-

ropean background: “the persistence of ethnic identities can thus be

understood as an outcome of assimilation in a societal context that re-

mains fundamentally multiethnic and multiracial, and where, there-

fore, competition between groups defined in ethnic terms remains a

powerful force. The renewed interest in ethnic traditions was part

of a common interest in retaining a distinct identity and sense of self

in an increasingly mass society.

For white Americans with European ancestry, the attachment to

ethnic traditions is highly variable, important for some but less so for

others. By the 1990s, one scholar, Mary Waters, could conclude that

among such individuals, acknowledging an ethnic loyalty varied per-
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son by person: “ethnicity is increasingly a personal choice of whether

to be ethnic at all, and, for an increasing majority of people, of which

ethnicity to be.”’^ For white Americans, ethnic background was ut-

terly irrelevant to life chances. The benign effects of retaining ethnic

values frequently does not hold for nonwhites, however. Furthermore,

the ethnic loyalty that all of Waters’s sample opted for constituted, if

only indirectly, a further barrier to sharing a common Americanism,

reinforcing group divisions. This effect was strengthened by the resur-

gence of white ethnic values and politics in the 1970s. Waters appreci-

ates this point and writes that “a Polish-American who ‘knows he is a

Pole, who is proud to be a Pole, who knows the social costs and possi-

bilities of being a Polish worker’ is less able to understand the experi-

ence of being black in America precisely because of being ‘in touch

with his own ethnicity.’” She explained, “that is because the nature of

being a Pole in America is [one] lacking in social costs, providing em-

ployment, and chosen voluntarily.”*^

There are thus two views about the ethnic groups’ revival: for

Novak and others, it is about defending a traditional European-based

notion of Americanism; in contrast, for Waters and Alba, ethnicity is

a voluntary identification. It is uncertain which interpretation most

accurately characterizes the strong ethnic groups identifiable, if only

crudely through housing patterns, in Northeast cities such as Boston

and Providence, and middle Atlantic cities such as New York and

Philadelphia, where many neighborhoods—self-consciously Irish-

American, or Polish-American, for instance—are visible. The sociolo-

gist Stephen Steinberg, writing in 1981, opted for the second: “the

ethnic revival was a ‘dying gasp’ [which] did not signify a genuine re-

vitalization of ethnicity, but rather was symptomatic of the atrophy

of ethnic cultures and the decline of ethnic communities.”*'^ Steinberg

argues convincingly that the apparent ethnic revival reflected a deep-

rooted loss of genuine ethnic values and loyalties, consequential on

Americanization, and in order “to pursue the American Dream, to es-

cape from grinding poverty, immigrants realized they would have

to shed at least the more obvious marks of their immigrant back-

ground.”-^ Richard Alba seems to share this view, concluding that

“the popular notion of a third-generation return to ethnicity is incom-

patible with the progressive decline across the generations in the sa-

lience of ethnic identities”; consequently, claims about ethnic reinvig-
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oration do “not square with the scanty attention most whites seem to

give to ethnic political issues.”^’ Yet the pertinacity of a fundamental

ethnicity underpinning American identity, which is expressed, for in-

stance, in residential neighborhoods, is striking. The indifferent film

Good Will Hunting depicts a wholly white Boston, in which the cen-

tral character’s background in a South Boston working-class Irish-

American community expresses nothing but confidence in this tradi-

tion. No indication of the demise of such ethnic loyalties is presented,

though indirectly the narrative underlines the shared whiteness of

the community. There may well be a class dimension to the relative

significance or insignificance of ethnic loyalties that needs to be con-

joined with assessments of ethnic group revival or demise. Labor his-

torians have argued that Americanization occurred along class lines in

the 1940s and 1950s,’’ a process that constituted the basis for subse-

quent community solidarity.’^

Even if these revived ethnic loyalties are principally symbolic, this

possibility does not necessarily render than politically trivial either for

those holding them or for others in American society observing them

from an excluded position. These ethnic loyalties are certainly part of

the factors defining the relationship between whites and nonwhites in

American political development, and the decisions of the 1920s acted

over the long run to confirm the significance of ethnicity.

These tensions underline the limits of assimilation in the United

States. Two responses are possible. Barkan hopes for an “accommo-

dative pluralism.” However, such a scheme would be an anathema to

a traditional assimilationist such as Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., who de-

rides the idea of an ethnic revival, substituting the term “upsurge,”

and characterizes its origins as a “gesture of protest against the

Anglocentric culture.” Schlesinger despairs of the disintegrative ef-

fects of ethnicity: “it became a cult, and today it threatens to become

a counter-revolution against the original theory of America as ‘one

people,’ a common culture, a single nation.”’^ For adherents to an

individualist, liberal political tradition, a forceful and strident group-

based politics is irreconcilable with the core values of the

United States, which has maintained and reinforced itself by assimi-

lating new arrivals into those core values. In respect to immigrants

voluntarily migrating to the United States, this is a reasonable expec-

tation, although a greater articulation of ethnic traditions and identi-
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ties need not be as destructive of the central values as some critics

anticipate.

Ethnic Revival and Affirmative Action

The assimilationist model implicit in American politics from the

1920s to the 1960s had worn thin in significant part because of the

definitional choices taken in the 1920s about the suitability for mem-

bership of the polity and the persistence of discriminatory segregation

of African Americans. In that decade, African Americans had to

watch national policy-makers pursue a vigorous Americanization

program and implement an immigration policy, both of which as-

sumed that the U.S. was a white society.

The renewed interest in ethnicity among descendants of European

immigrants posed a serious challenge to the core assumptions of

the melting-pot assimilationist model as understood, for example, by

Americanizers in the 1920s. Such groups were considered quintessen-

tial candidates for “melting,” their differences eroded in the process

of creating the distinct American identity. Yet it was these very groups

who now attempted to emphasize or at least to specify the distinctive

values, traditions, and customs that singled out their ethnic heritage,

and whom Alba characterizes collectively as “European Americans.”

There was perhaps a richer tradition of diversity within the groups as-

sumed to be most successfully assimilated in the United States polity

than commonly appreciated. However, these intragroup divisions ap-

pear to collapse in the face of a challenge to the aggregate’s white-

ness, thereby suggesting that they are less deeply embedded than this

latter factor. Ian Haney Lopez, who argues that the rise of new white

ethnic groups should be analyzed “as a means of opposing non-

Whites,” makes a similar point forcefully: although “most Whites en-

tertain a subjective belief in their commonality based on descent from

European immigrants,” this common heritage assumes political

significance “only insofar as it contrasts with that of non-Europeans,

that is, non-whites. The retention of a European-American ethnic

loyalty, however diffuse its constituent elements or voluntary its

adoption, assumes significance as a source of identity directly defined

in opposition to nonwhites.

In the 1990s, grievances over affirmative action have accentuated

the ethnic identity among some whites.-^ This points to the impor-

tance of the redefinition of race in black-white terms in the decades af-
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ter 1930 when the immigration restrictions were in place. As the quo-

tation from Toni Morrison in Chapter 2 noted, for some nonwhites

“American means white,” and the terms of this association were

strengthened, not loosened, in the 1920s and in 1952. The revival of

ethnic groups has to be placed in this context, a point Matthew Jacob-

son stresses: “the white ethnic revival of the 1960s and 1970s may
have been a backlash-creation of the modern civil rights movement;

but ‘white ethnicity’ itself, much earlier on, was in part the creation of

a newly invigorated black-white social dichotomy. Delgado and

Stefancic argue, that despite the Supreme Court’s reversal of “separate

but equal” segregation, the language of judicial decisions has returned

to that of the late nineteenth century. Comparing the 1896 Plessy v.

Ferguson decision with the 1981 case City ofMemphis v. Greene (per-

mitting the construction of a wall separating a white neighborhood

from a black one), they conclude that “in both cases, separated by

nearly a century, during which much progress in race relations was

said to have been made, blacks have been presented with a rhetorical

legerdemain that tests both their ability to participate in societal self-

deception and their inclination to prevail in the face of it.”’^ Haney

Lopez also notes that the revival of ethnic traditions “coincided with

and came in response to the civil rights movement.”^®

The electoral consequences of affirmative action for racial divisions

are addressed by Gilens, Sniderman, and Kuklinski. They conclude

that affirmative action—despite the heterogeneity of programs cov-

ered by this term—generates immense hostility among white Ameri-

cans. They write that “even in its mildest form, affirmative action for

African Americans generates opposition among a substantial number

of whites: almost two out of five (37.4 per cent) oppose making an

‘extra effort’ to ensure that qualified blacks are considered for college

admissions.” White opposition increases with other forms of racial

preference: “for example, three out of four whites oppose reserving a

certain number of job openings for blacks,” and the same number re-

ject giving preferences to qualified blacks in decisions about college

admissions. Affirmative action measures have an emotional effect,

Gilens and his colleagues discover: “not only do most whites express

opposition to most affirmative action policies, but many express an-

ger over racial preferences as well.” On a scale of 0 to 10 designed to

measure anger at affirmative action in jobs and schools, whites have a

mean response of 6.3, and 42 percent of Gilens et al.’s sample give re-
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spouses in the “three most angry categories (i.e., 8-10).”^^ Employing

a sophisticated unobtrusive methodology, these scholars find that the

level of “anger” is higher than these initial data suggest, with an addi-

tional 20 to 30 percent of whites “angry” with such program reveal-

ing this hostility when responding to unobtrusive questions. Thus, the

aggregate level of hostility is considerable and points to the impor-

tance of whiteness in the formation of some Americans’ views. Some

of the historical sources of this trajectory in American political devel-

opment lie in the way in which policy-makers conceived of American

identity and implemented it in immigration legislation between 1882

and 1965.

Multiculturalism

Multiculturalists advocate equal respect for all cultural and ethnic

identities 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 tradition and not to privilege any one tradi-

tion over another. Multiculturalism also reflects historical demarca-

tions between different peoples in the United States, as Linda Kerber

remarks: “behind the emphasis on multiculturalism lurks the knowl-

edge that not everything melted in the melting pot, that the experience

of difference has been deeply embedded in the legal paths to citizen-

ship.”^- Cultural pluralism was its precursor, and some of the anxi-

eties that cultural pluralists expressed in the 1920s have resurfaced in

multiculturalism.

The ethnic heritage studies program, authorized by Congress in

1972,^^ was a portent of the multiculturalist agenda. The proposal for

such a program, first made in Congress in 1970, was the subject of

hearings held by the House Education and Labor General Education

Subcommittee. The hearings received testimony from academic histo-

rians and ethnic group activists, all of them supporting the proposed

program, and citing the historic neglect of ethnic groups’ traditions.

Eor example, a sociologist from Notre Dame University told the com-

mittee that “most elementary and secondary education stresses the ac-

complishments of Americans of Anglo-Saxon origin and often ignores

other groups. Although studies of ethnic groups have been made, con-

tinuing research of their histories and their present roles in society are

needed. The executive secretary of the National Council for the So-
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cial Studies complained that schools “generally have failed to encour-

age self-pride in minority students’ ethnic groups,” thereby understat-

ing the “nature of America’s pluralistic society.

A

history professor

linked the proposal directly to the events of the 1960s: “[T]he conflict

and violence of the 1960s shattered the illusions that America is a

‘melting pot’ of different ethnic groups. Study of history has equipped

Americans badly to deal with present turmoil. Speakers in behalf of

African Americans and Mexican Americans concurred in these assess-

ments.

Multiculturalism has been influential (and divisive) in education

policy.^^ Nathan Glazer describes the rewriting of the history of the

American West for the California school system. The new curriculum

“puts everyone in the covered wagons,” Asian Americans, Hispanics,

and African Americans. Stanford University’s decision in 1989 to

replace its “Western civilization” paper with a less Eurocentric foun-

dation course attracted considerable publicity, adverse and compli-

mentarv. The motive for the reform seems to have been a desire to

respond imaginatively and intelligently to the issues raised by

multiculturalists. Individual high school teachers, caught up in stark

classroom realities, take a low-key view of these revisions, as Glazer

learned from one instructor: “he didn’t care that much what his

students read, as long as they could read and write. For critics

of multiculturalism, such initiatives, observable in many schools and

universities, constitute a direct assault on American values. These

critics claim that such initiatives instill a misleading account of U. S.

history, distorting the role of influential historical figures and the mo-

tives for their choices.

This pressure for multiculturalism has given the question of group

rights an urgency in American politics. It complements a more gen-

eral concern identified by several political theorists with “recogni-

tion,” the principle whereby a group wants the rest of society to ac-

cept or “recognize” it publicly as part of a process of legitimating its

place in the polity."*^ The late political theorist Judith Shklar argues,

among others, that this ambition for “recognition” is a response to

past misrecognitions.'^- Therefore, “recognition” consists principally

of the extension of equal rights to those previously excluded and does

not inherently require the establishment of special rights or status. For

Shklar, it is the granting of equal civil and political rights that is im-

portant, not the use to which these rights are put.
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This politics of recognition extends to a considerable number of

cases in the United States/^ spanning both ethnic and lifestyle groups,

and as more groups are “recognized,” so more are likely to be formu-

lated. Historically and politically, the dominant Anglo-Saxon group,

which was behind the Americanization movement, that was encoun-

tered earlier and whose conception of U. S. identity was a white one,

did not require recognition, since their values were coincident with

those most prominent in public discourse. This coincidence has been

of profound significance for American political development.

Multiculturalism and African Americans

One powerful motive for multicultural curricula was the school de-

segregation decisions of the 1950s and the historical inequalities

made salient by the civil rights movement. These episodes exposed

how little attention was given to African American history.*^^ In

We Are All Multiculturalists Now, Nathan Glazer interprets multicul-

turalism as a manifestation of the United States’s failure toward its Af-

rican American population. And whereas the aim of African Ameri-

cans until the 1960s was to destroy segregated race relations and to

achieve integration and assimilation, since the 1970s the inadequa-

cies of this integrationist projecU^ has spurted separatism among
some and encouraged multiculturalism. Multiculturalism is a funda-

mental rejection of the melting-pot ethos. African Americans stand, in

Glazer’s words, as “the storm troops in the battles over multicultural-

ism. Providing historical models and reference points in the new
curricula is designed to address the neglect of African Americans’ ex-

perience.

Historically, African Americans were excluded from conceptions

of the assimilated American. Woodrow Wilson’s and Theodore Roo-

sevelt’s attack on so-called “hyphenated Americans” entirely omitted

blacks from the realm of American citizenship. These remarks suc-

ceeded in offending ethnic Americans and ignoring African Ameri-

cans. It is the legacy of this oversight combined with that of segre-

gated race relations that explains why African Americans are, in

Glazer’s words, the “storm troops” of multiculturalism, some of

whom reject assimilation.*^^ In Glazer’s view, the explanation for this

rejection of assimilation lies “in black experience in America, and
in the fundamental refusal of other Americans to accept blacks, de-

spite their eagerness, as suitable candidates for assimilation.”*^^ Gon-
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sequently, the assimilationist model as a template for all Americans

looks distinctly tarnished.

The historical mistreatment of African Americans until the 1960s

undoubtedly gives them a key place in the multicultural debate, as

does the way in which their history was included in national narra-

tives. Thus, Leon Litwack correctly underlines how embedded a view

of inferiority was among the generation of academic historians domi-

nating education between 1900 and the end of the 1930s: “if mobs
lynched blacks with calculated sadistic cruelty, the academic sciences

were no less resourceful in providing the intellectual underpinnings of

racist thought and behavior, footnoting the subhumanity of black

people and helping to justify on ‘scientific’ grounds a complex of ra-

cial laws, practices and beliefs,” views not incompatible with the eu-

genic arguments informing policy in Washington at this time. Litwack

continues with particular attention to the academy, indicting histori-

ans: “the scholarly monographs and textbooks they authored perpet-

uated and reinforced an array of racial stereotypes and myths and eas-

ily justified the need to impress and quarantine black people.”*’® This

tendency culminated it the 1930 textbook The Growth of the Ameri-

can Republic, by Samuel Eliot Morison, which portrayed slavery as a

happy idyll.

Greater attention to African American history should not result in

a neglect of the way that other groups were defined out of the main-

stream, or whose members suffered numerically under the national

origins quotas put in place in the 1920s, and who also have an inter-

est in a broadening of educational curricula. The immigration policy

choices of this decade introduced distinctions into the U. S. polity

that necessarily weakened the assimilationist ideal, devaluing south-

eastern European immigrants to the benefit of Europeans descended

from northwestern countries. The modern upshot is an ambivalence

(among groups outside the Anglo-American group) about both assim-

ilation and Americanization, an ambivalence that has provided some

of the political support for multiculturalism.

Responding to Diversity

Ethnic politics and multiculturalism both posit a greater diversity at

the core of the U.S. polity than was commonly assumed prior to the

1960s. The civil rights movement of the post- 1945 years, whose ef-
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forts culminated in the legislation of the mid-1960s, complemented

the claims of multiculturalists about the partiality of aspects of U.S.

politics as recounted in conventional histories. These developments

have provoked responses from both detractors and supporters.

Among those opposed to recognizing diversity and plurality as so per-

vasive in the United States as to prevent a single identity other than

one imposed, critics of multiculturalism have been prominent. Sup-

porters of a broader understanding of the U.S.’s political development

have attempted to restructure arguments to absorb these recognitions

by proposing ways of transcending group distinctions.

Opposing Multiculturalism

Arthur Schlesinger’s trenchant critique of multiculturalism centers

precisely on its devaluing of the integrative and assimilative elements

coalescing the United States’s diverse peoples together. In his view, the

United States was a “brilliant solution” to the “inherent fragility of a

multiethnic society”: it created a “brand-new national identity, car-

ried forward by individuals who, in forsaking old loyalties and join-

ing to make new lives, melted away ethnic differences.” This histori-

cal account is the stuff of conventional school textbooks. For the first

immigrants or settlers to the United States, the aim was “not to

preserve old cultures, but to forge a new American culture.” This

ambition resulted in a “vigorous sense of national identity.”^* But this

view tells the story only from the point of view of voluntary settlers

and ignores the plight of those landed involuntarily in the United

States. Schlesinger, of course, recognizes this defect and unreserv-

edly admonishes those unwilling to appreciate how deeply racism

dented the American ideal and sense of national identity. The

difficulty, however, is whether this latter sense of national identity can

still be discussed independently of the groups its designers purpose-

fully excluded: if it was so successful, then would multiculturalism,

ethnic division, and racial hostilities have formed as intensely and

deeply as they have? Schlesinger argues that America has seen itself as

a “nation composed of individuals making their own unhampered

choices,” but this self-conception was a misnomer, given the ways in

which the choices of immigrants and African Americans were consis-

tently hampered, and the choices of white people promoted, on the

basis of group membership. The individualist account presented by

Schlesinger may be a good ideal, but to imagine that it dictated histor-

ical events or actions is delusionary.
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Later in his book, Schlesinger provides an attractively simple de-

fense of this approach: it rests on the “unassailable facts” that, “for

better or worse, American history has been shaped more than any-

thing else by British tradition and culture.” Such an admission does

not, as Schlesinger immediately points out, justify ignoring the malign

aspects of this tradition—including “callous discrimination against

later immigrants, brutal racism against nonwhite minorities”—but

this admission does provide a rationale and explanation for the

dominance of the Anglo-American tradition.''- Criticizing new pat-

terns of self-segregation among some African American students,^^

Schlesinger observes that “institutionalized separatism only crystal-

lizes racial differences and magnifies racial tension, which is ex-

actly the argument used by opponents of the “separate but equal”

framework that operated between 1896 and 1954! The fact that these

latter objections fell mostly on deaf ears should alert Schlesinger to

the strength of feelings of modern multiculturalists. Indeed, Michael

Rogin points out that Schlesinger’s own use of blackface, in his

history of Jacksonian democracy, is rather innocent, and he advises

Schlesinger, the critic of multiculturalism, “to remind himself of what

he once embraced as the fancy dress of nationalist popular revival.”^-''

In his critique of multiculturalism, James Ceaser stresses the unin-

tended ironic intolerance of its advocates: demanding a broadening of

educational curricula and cultural values, such advocates commonly

reject Enlightenment liberal principles as the ultimate source of op-

pression and distinctions of the sort associated with racialist frame-

works.'’^ This logic results in an absolutism seemingly inconsistent

with the very broadening implied by the term “multiculturalism”:

“given the multiculturalists’ rejection of reason and their emphasis on

the experience of being Other, their standard presents itself more or

less as a passionately held moral conviction.” He adds that “victim-

ization is the transfer point where theoretical relativism is laundered

and turns into moral absolutism.”'’^

Ceaser examines how multiculturalism conflates two terms—race

and culture—that earlier generations of writers and academics, not

least Franz Boas, strove to keep apart, precisely to avoid “racialism”

in academic disciplines: “today multiculturalism has reconnected the

concepts of culture and race, if not inside anthropology itself, then in

such disciplines as history and literary criticism.”'’^ Ceaser maintains

that this reuniting of the two terms produces a crude coagulation,

such as the term Asian Americans, whose constituent members—in-
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eluding, for example, Japanese Americans, Chinese Americans, Ko-

rean Americans, and Vietnamese Americans—differ vastly in terms of

language and national traditions, a comment applicable to the term

“European American” too. Consequently, it is multiculturalists—not

some dominant Americanist group—that create these generaliza-

tions: “what makes them all members of one culture in America today

is the racialist preconception of multicultural theory; it is culture by

intellectual ukase and bureaucratic decree. Ceaser does, of course,

recognize that any multiculturalist use of racial language is intended

to be quite distinct from earlier generations of racialists, such as Mad-

ison Grant or Harry Laughlin, for whom biological hierarchies were

fundamental and definitional. But Ceaser finds in multiculturalism

a moral absolutism; a confusion about the nature of culture

(“[CJultures themselves are usually not multicultural. Cultures tend

to be proud of their particularity, which they often regard as superior-

ity”);^® and the absence of empirical knowledge in multiculturalist ar-

guments, of the sort necessary for devising practical policies.

Bilingual education points to some of the difficulties posed by the

multiculturalist agenda. On the one hand, many people will salute the

principle of providing children with working knowledge of two lan-

guages from childhood; in this way, it should open up, rather than

close, more doors, as opponents of multiculturalism tend to argue.

On the other hand, as practiced, bilingual education has been the pre-

serve of those immigrants’ children lacking English as their first lan-

guage; and rather than providing immersion in English to get them up

to a comparable level of the native speakers, bilingualism has often

seemed to limit the educational development of its participants. In

June 1998, California voters supported the latter view, by a two to

one majority, endorsing Proposition 227 to replace bilingual teaching

with English immersion classes for immigrant children. The positive

vote included a majority of Hispanic voters. Nationally and at the

state level, lobbying for laws to make English an official language has

garnered considerable support with either statutes or constitutional

amendments enacted in over fifteen states.^* The debate over bilin-

gualism in schools has been divisive. Bilingualism, mostly in respect to

Spanish, challenges the assimilationist model of Americanization

—

just as it was so charged before the Eirst World War when the Ameri-

canization movement developed. Its critics claim that (despite the

terms of the 1968 Bilingual Education Act and the Supreme Court’s
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1974 judgment in Lan v. Nichols regarding a Chinese-speaking pupil)

it ill-prepares children for citizenship. Arthur Schlesinger is driven to

apoplexy by this institution: “[Bjilingualism shuts doors. It nourishes

self-ghettoization, and ghettoization nourishes racial antagonism”;^^

he cites testimony from teachers and observers in support of this as-

sessment.

The criticisms articulated by Schlesinger against multiculturalism

find considerable resonance in Peter Salins’s recent polemic in favor of

traditional assimilation and criticism of multiculturalism. Salins ar-

gues that the three principal features of multiculturalism—bilingual

education, multicultural curricula and the often explicit disparage-

ment of American institutions and values—weaken the United States’s

unity and political stability. Because multiculturalism “promotes an

agenda of ethnic grievances,” and its proponents preclude a “bal-

anced and complex presentation of American or world society and

make it unthinkable ever to reverse the good guy, bad guy, it weakens

the U.S. polity.”^^ The damage is overwhelming in Salins’s judgment:

“the multiculturalist trashing of America should concern Americans

. . . because it robs our children of their most precious birthright: a

justifiable pride in the American Idea and the generally enlightened

and idealistic trajectory of America’s domestic and foreign policies.”^"*

Yet in common with many critics of multiculturalism, this view shows

too little appreciation of how that very “American Idea” has been

politically manipulated and just how exclusionary it has often been

historically.

Culture and Race

A different sort of criticism has been marshaled by scholars alarmed

by the simplicity of assumptions about “cultures” in the multi-

culturalist debate. The work of Anthony Appiah is especially impor-

tant here. That the multicultural debate is in part a racial issue is un-

derlined by Appiah. Rather than considering how immigrants became

assimilated as Americans in the opening decades of this century,

Appiah suggests, in common with other writers, that they became

white, a process that did not occur for African Americans; this claim

returns to one of the three ways in which immigration structures

American political development introduced in Chapter 2, that is,

through its promotion of whiteness. It is a point complemented by

Justice Thurgood Marshall’s dissent in the Bakke decision when he
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observes that “it is unnecessary in 20th-century America to have indi-

vidual Negroes demonstrate that they have been victims of racial dis-

crimination.” This is the situation because “the racism of our society

has been so pervasive that none, regardless of wealth or position, has

managed to escape its impact.” Consequently, “the experience of Ne-

groes in America has been different in kind, not just in degree, from

that of other ethnic groups . . . The dream of America as the great

melting pot has not been realized for the Negro. The melting-pot

assimilationist model has been a racially partial one, premised on the

whiteness of those assimilated. Appiah writes that on one reading,

“the families that arrived during the turn-of-the-century wave of im-

migration have assimilated, become American.” But there is another

interpretation: “[W]e might say that they became white. When the

Italians and the Jews of Eastern Europe arrived, they were thought

of as racially different both from African-Americans and from the

white Protestant majority. Now hardly anybody thinks of their de-

scendants in this way. They are Americans: but unless their ancestors

include people from Africa or Asia, they are also white. Whiteness

proved a source of commonality among European immigrants, an

identity transcending ethnic groups but excluding nonwhites. Culture

is itself a historically constituted process: consequently, African Amer-

ican culture is a process that includes the interaction of African Amer-

icans with members of other groups in the United States.

The historical importance of the differential treatment of African

Americans, most blatantly through segregation and associated dis-

crimination, ensures the continuing utility of whiteness as a politi-

cally consequential category. This is an important point. As Appiah

remarks, “white people rarely think of anything in their culture as

white: normal, no doubt, middle-class, maybe, and even, sometimes,

American; but not white. Black Americans, by contrast, do think of

much in their lives in racial terms. Pursuing the implications of

such a perspective, Ian Elaney Lopez calls for white identity to be

“dismantled” because it expresses “a hierarchical fantasy that re-

quires inferior minority identities . . . Whites should renounce their

privileged racial status . . . because the edifice of Whiteness stands at

the heart of racial inequality in America. Appiah adds, “just as

the European immigrants became white,” so “Africans became
blacks here.”^^^

Appiah argues for a much greater attention to racial identities than
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to cultures in any consideration of the diversity constitutive of the

United States polity, a sensible proposal.^^ Furthermore, he empha-

sizes how unsubtle and simplistic the conception of a group’s culture

is in the multicultural framework. The implication of this reasoning is

significant: “African-American identity is centrally shaped by Ameri-

can society and institutions: it cannot be seen as constructed solely

within African-American communities. African-American culture,

if this means shared beliefs, values, practices, does not exist: what ex-

ists are African-American cultures, and though these are created and

sustained in large measure by African-Americans, they cannot be un-

derstood without reference to the bearers of other American racial

identities.”^’ American society is composed of diverse identities, the

very variety of which is sometimes paradoxically missed by multi-

CLilturalists.

A Neiv Cultural Pluralismf Cosmopolitanism

In a widelv cited article in 1915, Horace Kallen advanced the idea of

“cultural pluralism” as a viable reading of the United States’s his-

tory and composition, and a deliberate opposition to the melting-

pot metaphor.^’ Kallen advocated a celebration of diversity in place

of an emphasis on the creation of a single American identity—or

rather that American identity should be recognized as composed of

diverse elements. He welcomed a common sense of American national

identity but was concerned that this should not be achieved at the

cost of sacrificing individuals’ ethnic traditions and values. Predating

the entry of the United States into the First World War and the

intensification of hostilities toward the hyphenated Americans, this

view of diversity got lost in the animosities generated by the European

inferno.

There are important differences between the cultural pluralism ad-

vocated in the 1910s and 1920s and multiculturalist arguments. The

sorts of claims advanced by Kallen and others were, in practice, not

especially open to nonwhite Americans, and indeed parr of this cul-

tural pluralism was prompted by white urban Americans’ interest in

exotic cultures, such as the burgeoning jazz culture and the Harlem

Renaissance. Nor were cultural pluralists exercised by social and po-

litical inequalities, whereas such concerns have been a primary motive

for multiculturalists.

This older cultural pluralism does have echoes of the arguments
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presented in favor of cosmopolitanism, such as those of Jeremy

Waldron and David Hollinger. Waldron advocates a celebration of

the cosmopolitan elements that most individuals enjoy in daily life,

rather than an expectation that a common conception of a commu-

nity should prevail. He writes that “we need cultural meanings, but

we do not need homogenous cultural frameworks. We need to under-

stand our choices in the contexts in which they make sense, but we do

not need any single context to structure all our choices.

A

direct

challenge particularly to communitarians’ use of community (and the

assumption that identity requires explicit membership of a homoge-

nous group), Waldron’s cosmopolitanism does not provide obvious

implications for addressing historic injustices experienced by individ-

ual members of groups discriminated against, despite the willingness

fully to value groups’ distinct cultural traditions. It is instead a rather

more idealist argument. It also fails to explain why some versions of

the values most apposite for a designated community become domi-

nant. The call to pay greater attention to the multiple sources of indi-

vidual identity and lifestyle presented by Waldron is, nonetheless, a

corrective to the unduly oppressive presence of a particular definition

of community. Hollinger’s appeal—designed to counter the growth

of ethnic- or group-based politics in the United States—is for greater

respect of individualism and diversity, and a loosening of ethnicity

as a category that individuals voluntarily assumed. He wants “each

individual and collective unit to absorb as much varied experience

as it can, while retaining its capacity to advance its aims effec-

tively”; and he defines his “postethnic” perspective as one premised

on the fact that “most individuals live in many circles simultaneously

and that the actual living of any individual life entails a shifting divi-

sion of labor between the several ‘we’s’ of which the individual is a

part. ”'4

These are worthy agendas, but, nonetheless, cosmopolitanism

seems unduly normative, overestimating both the extent to which

people can slip in and out of identities voluntarily and the willingness

of established social groups, exercising economic and political power,

to accommodate new ones. Neither exponent seems fully cognizant of

the levels of historical racism and discrimination against which multi-

CLiltLiralism and civil rights politics developed. It is doubtful that re-

viving an elite-based cultural pluralism provides a cogent framework
for understanding deep-rooted group conflicts and political inequali-

ties at the end of the twentieth century.
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Conclusion

Both the articulation of new multiculturalist voices and the resur-

gence of ethnic loyalties expose limits of the melting-pot assimilation

model of Americanization. Challenging the melting-pot assimilation

model does not necessarily amount to a less individualistic concep-

tion of American identity, however. It simply means challenging the

idea, as an empirical fact or as a normative theory, that all these

cultures can “melt” into anything other than an Anglo white per-

son. Analysis of the historical legacies from which a multiculturalist

agenda emerges helps in understanding its appeal and resilience. The

underlying need fully to acknowledge the United States’s great diver-

sity is the basis from which political debate and public policy can pos-

itively move beyond the multicultural debate. That diversity has been

formed by inequalities as well as narratives based on success stories.

The development of a politics of group rights poses a fundamental

challenge to liberal democracy. The latter is based on a notion of uni-

versalist citizenship, rooted in the rights and equality accruing to each

individual member. Group rights proponents and theorists reject this

universalism, however, arguing that it fails sufficiently to address the

position of disadvantaged or marginalized groups. Western liberal de-

mocracies pride themselves on the creation of universal citizenship, in

which equality of rights is bestowed on all members of the polity. This

achievement is normally woven into teleological histories of these po-

litical systems that end in the relatively recent past. The stages by

which new groups are incorporated into this final democratic state

—

such as the working class, women, minorities, or immigrants—is doc-

umented and delays explained in terms of historical and political con-

tingencies. The standard historical account is perfectly accurate as a

description of the status quo and the way it was achieved. However,

while the principle of equal membership is laudatory and legally guar-

anteed, the conventional historical account of the expansion of the

rights of citizenship fails, in the case of the United States, sufficiently

to analyze the legacies and causes of differential entry or to consider

the extent to which previous exclusion or differential treatment cre-

ates distinct senses of group identity in the political system. It is pre-

cisely at this juncture that the rise of multiculturalism, in respect

to historical inequalities or the continued choice of some European

Americans to promote ethnic traditions after many generations in the

United States, can be explained.



CHAPTER TEN

The Diverse Democracy

At the level of rhetoric and ideology, Americans project an image

of the United States as open to diversity (that is, all nationalities and

cultures); some celebrate this quality. Many Americans would con-

cur, for instance, with President Truman’s committee on immigration

when it declared: “[T]he Commission believes that an outstand-

ing characteristic of the United States is its great cultural diversity

within an overriding national unity. The American story proves, if

proof were needed, that such differences do not mean the existence

of superior and inferior classes. For many Americans the common
description that “we are a nation of immigrants” has direct reso-

nance, and this deep-seatedness constitutes a barrier to restrictionists.

This is not to underestimate the force of the new restrictionist move-
ment or the willingness of some of its numbers unashamedly to advo-

cate a bias toward European and white immigrants,- but simply to

note the powerful place of immigration in American political rhetoric

and ideology. In this concluding chapter, I return to the themes intro-

duced in Chapter 2 to the analysis of immigration in American politi-

cal development, and then consider the implications of the preced-

ing chapters for broadening the categories in which U. S. politics are

analyzed.
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Immigration and Americanization

National Origins as the Melting Pot

The immigration policy of the 1920s established a contradiction be-

tween the United States’s self-image as a liberal polity open to all com-

ers irrespective of ‘race’ or background and the reality of a racially

based admissions procedure. The shift to a quota-based system of im-

migration from 1929, which used calculations about the national ori-

gins of the U.S. population, constituted a way of defining who consti-

tuted an “American.” The definition biased such an identity toward a

northwestern European view of America and toward whites to the ex-

clusion of nonwhites. This bias converged with the views of the ener-

getic Americanizers proselytizing among immigrants in the same de-

cade. The quota-based reforms of the 1920s purposefully restricted

the multicultural diversity of the nation and confirmed the statistical

proportions of already underrepresented groups. The policy severely

compromised the melting-pot rhetoric of immigration policy; concur-

rently, the aim of finding immigrants assimilable with the dominant

tradition tarnished respect for members of the other national groups

already present in the United States. Retrospectively, as one scholar

comments, “one can take the melting pot seriously as the central pro-

cess of American civilization only if one thinks that non-white groups

are not really part of that civilization.”^ Failure to acknowledge these

biases in the melting-pot model mars its utility. The influence of eu-

genic arguments among policy-makers further distorted the definition

of U. S. identity, by limiting it to a particular conception of white, Eu-

ropean-originating citizens.

In the decisions taken in the 1920s lies a significant part of the ori-

gin of multicultural debates (because the question of how should

“America” and “Americans” be defined was answered in partial

terms) and part of the reasons for the United States’s slowness in

granting full rights of citizenship to all members (because the deci-

sions of the 1920s, combined with judicial rulings and existing policy,

made membership of the polity problematic for nonwhites). The re-

sult of disregarding the Kallenian “cultural pluralism” option was a

suppression of diversity to the altar of an Anglo-Saxon conformist

conception of U. S. identity. To elite policy-makers, this treatment

seemed the most appropriate way to build a nation. The fact that de-
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bates about identity and Americanization were solely about exclusion

among Europeans underlies this conclusion. It is unremarkable that

representatives of minority groups and cultures saw in the politics of

multicLilturalism an opportunity to advance their interests.

Immigration affects the identity of a nation. In the case of the

United States, it has been fundamental to its identity, with successive

groups of immigrants seemingly assimilated into the core values and

beliefs of the United States. In practice, the apparently irresistible urge

to daub the latest members of the polity “new immigrants,” differen-

tiated from those already present, has facilitated a group-orientated

politics often at variance with the United States’s individualist politi-

cal ideology; it has also been overlaid by distinctions, often tortu-

ously drawn, between nonwhites and whites. The national origins

system implemented in the 1920s accentuated, and to some extent en-

trenched, these propensities. The consequences of these immigration

policy choices have been increasingly in evidence and widely recog-

nized by social scientists in the last two decades. The United States is a

much more culturally and nationally diverse society than it was a

hundred years ago, a characteristic consolidated in the immigration

trends since the abolition of discrimination in 1965. A corollary of

this transformation is a change in American identity, as Keith Fitzger-

ald observes: “After centuries of being predominantly white and

Northern European, the United States is becoming darker skinned,

African, Hispanic and Asian. These changes are more than skin deep

. . . They are changes in American identity, and they necessitate the

defining of a different ‘we.’”^^ Immigration policy has played major

roles in this transformation, through an ethnically restricted policy es-

tablished in the 1920s, to the current policy of limiting numbers but

not countries of origin. Without attention to the decisions taken in

this earlier decade, combined with an appropriate broadening of the

United States’s history, there is a danger of retaining a partial ac-

count of the country’s politics. Thus, Will Kymlicka chastizes scholars

who fail sufficiently to acknowledge that the United States is consti-

tuted by both the minorities present before European settlers and

the immigrants. Such scholars, he writes, are not simply making “a

harmless over-simplification, confined to a few academic writings.”

Rather, their version “reflects and perpetuates a long history of deny-

ing the rights, even the very existence, of national minorities through-
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out North and South America on the grounds that these countries are

‘immigrant countries.’”^

The Old Assimilation

The assimilationist model has robust defenders, recently spurred on

by hostility to affirmative action and group politics. In his book The

End of Racism, Dinesh D’Souza complains about what he calls the

“new segregation” that these political developments have unleashed

and praises the virtues of the conventional model of assimilation.^ A
modern defense of a traditional assimilationism has been mounted

also by Peter Salins, who worries that Americans have forgotten the

“magic of assimilation,” exposing the United States to interethnic

conflicts.^ Eschewing and dismissing multiculturalist and related criti-

cisms of traditional U. S. assimilation, Salins, an academic at Hunter

College, advances an impassioned defense of this process as he under-

stands it:

Assimilation, American style set out a simple contract between the exist-

ing settlers and all newcomers. Immigrants would be welcome as full

members of the American family if they agreed to abide by three simple

precepts. First, they had to accept English as the national language. Sec-

ond, they were expected to take pride in their American identity and

believe in America’s liberal democratic and egalitarian principles. Third,

they were expected to live by what is commonly referred to as the

Protestant ethic (to be self-reliant, hardworking, and morally upright).*^

Salins overlooks how English was systematically made the dominant

language as a result of lobbying and campaigning by assimilationists’

groups and how many barriers were placed in front of immigrants

wishing to assimilate.

An ardent believer in the United States’s impressive ability to ab-

sorb and assimilate immigrants without sacrificing individuality—he

firmly denies the identity between assimilation and acculturation

—

Salins looks on in horror at the revival of ethnic conflicts, aims of

multiculturalists and advocates of separatism. Yet although Salins

strives to differentiate assimilation from cultural conformity, he eas-

ily draws on a nationalism premised on homogeneity, declaring that

“assimilation is about the expectations and attitudes of natives. It is

about feeling unabashedly proud to be American.”*^ This enthusiasm
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for traditional Americanization fails to appreciate either the new in-

terest in fully acknowledging what political scientist Rogers Smith

calls the United States’s “multiple traditions”*'^ or the real anxiety

some opponents of assimilation have as a consequence of its narrow-

ness in the 1920s.*' Both of these issues are drawn more fully by an

understanding of the debates of the first three decades of the twentieth

century when many of the seeds of these subsequent concerns were

planted.

A blinkered view of assimilation and American political develop-

ment has scholarly examples. In his book The First New Nation, the

eminent sociologist Seymour Martin Lipset proclaimed equality and

achievement as the two “basic American values,” which originated

with the country’s independence. As an example of equality, Lipset

cites voting rights, noting that “the introduction of universal suffrage

in America [came] long before it came in other nations.”*^ Lipset’s

book contains also a discussion of how the United States’s sense of na-

tional identity was forged. He writes that “the revolutionary, demo-

cratic values that thus became part of the national self-image, and the

basis for its authority structure, gained legitimacy as they proved ef-

fective—that is, as the nation prospered.”*^ Absent from this account

is the role of ideas about who should belong to the political commu-
nity and whose values define the national identity. Not only were

African Americans excluded from membership and citizenship, but

significant efforts from the late nineteenth century to determine who
would be admitted to the country began. In his more recent book

American Exceptionalism, Lipset gives fuller attention to the place

of African Americans in the history of the United States, acknowledg-

ing their involuntary arrival and the effects of that circumstance

(it is notable that these details were overlooked in his earlier volume).

Assuming that other immigrants broadly conform to the

assimilationist model, he writes of African Americans that “they are

the great exception to the American Creed, to American ideological

exceptionalism;”*"* this view not only reduces racial inequality to a

problem of hypocrisy rather than a problem arising from identifiable

historical processes of inclusion and exclusion in the construction of

U.S. national identity but also neglects how central African Ameri-

cans have been to American political development. Lipset dismisses

issues of multicLilturalism as concerns peculiar to the intellectual class

only, with “little impact on mass behavior”; consequently, “the ‘melt-
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ing pot’ remains as appropriate an image as ever.”'^ This conclusion

undercuts the implications of Lipset’s own admission about the mar-

ginality constructed for African Americans within the assimilationist

framework: that an exception has to be made exposes the analytical

limits of the assumptions of a general American Creed. Dismissing

the post- 1960s political agenda as of no interest to ordinary Ameri-

cans runs the danger of privileging some purportedly neutral notion

of “common sense,” exactly the logic employed by the U.S. Supreme

Court in 1923 to deny the Hindu petitioner Bhagat Singh Thind the

right to naturalize.*^

The New Americanization

Immigration remains a potent political issue in the United States. Al-

though the 1990s began with a liberal immigration act that was

passed in 1990, the decade quickly succumbed to alarm about illegal

immigrants and the dangers of immigration to core American values,

trends fostered by the Republican Party’s revived electoral fortunes

in the U. S. Congress and the work of the anti-immigration Federa-

tion for American Immigration Reform (FAIR, founded in 1979);***

even legal immigrants have suffered diminution of their rights.*^ The

reemergence of such issues, coupled with multiculturalism, demon-

strates how the United States is a political system whose members

self-consciously construct and contest the content of its core identity

and values. This renewal is always part of the democratic process,

though fuller appreciation of the choices taken in the 1920s and their

consequences would enrich the contemporary debate, perhaps pre-

cluding the recurrence of earlier mistakes and a greater sensitivity

among some of the participants.

The contradiction between the United States’s willingness to absorb

millions of immigrants decade after decade and its new harsh treat-

ment of legal permanent residents is striking. Concurrently with these

restrictions the development of new issues related to immigration

can be observed. For instance, the question of having dual nationality

has arisen in U. S. politics,-** a policy that breaks significantly with

the traditional assimilationist model. Dual nationality (that is, hold-

ing citizenship of the United States and one other country) is argu-

ably an additional element in the multiculturalist approach, and in-

deed critics of multiculturalism have expressed a hostility to dual

nationality precisely because they see such a connection. American-
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ization has resurfaced too, located intellectually at the vortex between

immigration and multiculturalism, as a recent workshop based on Be-

coming AmericanIAmerica Becoming illustrates."* It appeared after

the publication of the congressional-sponsored Commission on Immi-

gration Reform report, chaired by Barbara Jordan. Both the Immigra-

tion Commission and the workshop project address the issue of how
immigrants are integrated into the U. S. polity, a question that, as we

saw in an earlier chapter, elicited the Americanization movement in

the 1910s and 1920s.

Two points are worth making here. First, Americanization is in a

new guise. Both the Commission on Immigration Reform and the

workshop participants believe it is a defensible aspect of government

policy toward immigrants but one that should be undertaken by

American citizens and immigrants working in unison, rather than as

an exercise in imposing one view on the other. Americanization is ad-

vocated as a necessary element in citizenship and the building of civic

ideals and values. Its modern advocates are keen to distance them-

selves from the 1920s. Thus, the political scientist Noah Pickus, an

advocate of Americanization, writes that “the naturalization process

does not adequately incorporate newcomers, strengthen citizen-

ship, or foster self-government.” Therefore, Americans “need a pro-

cess that generates a sense of mutual commitment among all Ameri-

cans, naturalized and native-born alike.”-- Second, the rapid increase

in the number of immigrants naturalizing as U. S. citizens is a source

of concern to some existing citizens who believe that the standards

of knowledge about the United States, required before naturalizing,

should be increased rather than diluted, a belief again with echoes in

the 1920s. Converging with the new interest in Americanization, this

second issue is also one rooted fundamentally in a commitment to the

notion of citizenship and the values necessary for it.

The historical parallels are striking. Ensuring that Americanization

does not become oppressive will require vigilance. The treatment of

legal aliens in the 1996 welfare reform act is a remainder of the poten-

tial for discriminatory policy toward immigrants. Plainly such treat-

ment contradicts the aims of Jordan’s Commission on Immigration

Reform, whose members wish to foster a full sense of citizenship and

not so blatantly to differentiate immigrants from citizens.

Writing for an audience ruminating on the commission’s work,

Charles Kesler finds a strong case in the United States for expecting
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immigrants and Americans to enter a process of “good citizenship”

that lives “up to its own best principles.” This process requires the

“cultivation of a virtuous or responsible ‘national spirit’ and ‘national

character’ ... to live up to the universal principles animating that

citizenship. . . American citizenship helps to form American culture; it

is not just a by-product of a preexisting or somehow more fundamen-

tal culture. Since the U.S. polity—its political institutions and cul-

ture—have got Americans to the historical point of recognizing that

citizenship is a general set of rights from which no eligible person

should be excluded (despite past perfidities), Kesler appears to main-

tain, it is plainly working as presently organized, and new immigrants

should be “Americanized” into its intricacies without these latter be-

ing discarded in the interests of a multiculturalist alternative concep-

tion of citizenship. Since the principles and values of the U.S. polity

—

expressed, for instance, in the Constitution and its drafters’ concep-

tion of rights—have historically permitted new groups of citizens to

be included as equal members, there is no reason, Kesler suggests,

why this access should diminish.-*^ By implication, Americanization

educates in the principles of U.S. citizenship, including the principles

of self-government and patriotism—in the words of Kesler’s essay ti-

tle, “the promise of American citizenship”—that facilitate political

development.

For critics of this view, it fails to restrain the powerful propensity

toward assimilation often realized in Americanization and promoted

by opponents of multiculturalism. It is this coercive tendency that the

historian Gary Gerstle’s analysis of Americanization unpacks. As he

writes, in the process of becoming American, immigrants “invariably

encountered structures of class, race, gender, and national power that

constrained, and sometimes defeated their efforts to be free.” As a

consequence, “coercion, as much as liberty, has been intrinsic to our

history and to the process of becoming American.”-^ These coercive

elements have not been confined to the treatment of voluntary immi-

grants, as we have seen.

Kesler’s model is one that discounts the force of historical divisions

associated with the kinds of distinctions imposed by policy-makers

and judges in the 1920s. This traditional defense is severely criti-

cized by law professor Juan Perea, who chides Kesler for disregarding

the importance of race in U.S. history: “the course of racism in this

country suggests either (and perhaps both) that it is difficult to live
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up to liberal republican principles or that these principles, not taking

account of racism and a commitment to the maintenance of white

supremacy, are not the full set of operative principles. Perea fur-

thermore argues that the appeal of any notion of Americanization is

“dependent on one’s race.” He elaborates thus: “Whites can be most

secure in their Americanization: It appears to be the least contingent

and the least apt to fluctuate in value and social meaning.” This is not

true for other citizens: “lEJven extraordinary efforts to Americanize

on the part of peoples of color, and even the achievement of Ameri-

can citizenship, can be extremely contingent and of little protective

value when opposed by the will of the majority. Accordingly, a very

significant racial component is built into American citizenship, Amer-

ican identity, and Americanization itself. The 1920s legislation

contributed to this tendency in its emphasis on restrictive national ori-

gins quotas. Furthermore, Perea’s concerns seem well-founded from

the writings of populists such as Peter Brimelow, a naturalized Ameri-

can, who grimly reports that “the racial and ethnic balance of Amer-

ica is being radically altered through public policy. This can only

have the most profound effects.” He then asks, “/s it what Americans

wantf’’’-^ This description and accompanying question repeat so many
of the errors about the sociological, legal, and historical construc-

tion of race and the history of the United States that the anxiety of

writers such as Perea is vindicated. For instance, Perea argues that

“the majoritarian will” has too often proved prowhite and that “even

consummate assimilation does not guarantee acceptance by a hostile

majority,”^^ propensities that imply an exclusionary core to American

citizenship unacknowledged in Kesler’s account. He gives examples of

the treatment of Cherokee, Japanese Americans, and Mexican Ameri-

cans at various points in the twentieth century and criticisms of the

immigration legislation enacted as recently as 1986 and 1990.

Multiple Traditions and Whiteness

Multiple Traditions and Midticidturalism

The multiple traditions framework systematically attempts to in-

corporate the implications of acknowledging the United States’s di-

versity into an account of American political culture and develop-

ment. As developed by Rogers Smith, the framework is a response

to the fact that through most of its history, “lawmakers pervasively
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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.”^° The criteria

for these restrictions were commonly inconsistent with the values im-

puted to the United States’s political culture such as equality and indi-

vidualism; instead, the criteria presented a United States that was

white, Protestant, and “a nation in which true Americans were native-

born men with Anglo-Saxon ancestors. Smith found inegalitarian

ascriptive traditions to be far more entrenched in American political

culture than normally acknowledged, and certainly more salient than

in conventional histories. He argues that citizenship laws illustrate the

competing pressures
—

“civic ideologies that blend liberal, democratic

republican, and inegalitarian ascriptive elements”—forming the mul-

tiple traditions framework. Citizenship laws are driven by political

demands and imperatives that resulted in inequalities and hierarchies,

a picture at variance with the egalitarian picture formulated by such

observers as de Tocqueville. In fact, until the 1950s, ineligibility crite-

ria 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 faithful to other American values their po-

litical beliefs might be.”"*^

In immigration policy, as earlier chapters have reported, conse-

quential restrictions began in 1882 with the Chinese Exclusion Laws

and culminated in the national origins system of 1929 and augmented

as late as 1952. These restrictions were paralleled domestically by

the dissemination of jim crow segregated race relations and the judi-

cially legitimated, imposition of second-class citizenship on African

Americans. It is crucial that the restrictions of the first type were new,

whereas those of the latter form came after a brief post-Reconstruc-

tion era of political freedom. They both thus rest in purposeful politi-

cal action. This inheritance of ascriptive inequalities has resulted in a

set of multiple traditions, inadequately conceptualized by a depend-

ence on a Toequevillean egalitarian framework of American politi-

cal culture (a view that Lipset, for instance, still seems to hold). Rog-

ers Smith quite properly worries about this Toequevillean inheritance

(with variants from Hartz and Myrdal) because of its profound influ-

ence on subsequent accounts of U. S. development: “much scholar-

ship today perpetuates the misleading features of these views of

American political culture, for reasons similar to the ones motivating
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the original accounts.

A

richer recognition of the inegalitarian as-

pects of U. S. history is required to understand the modern multicul-

tural and group-based politics.

Analytically, the multiple traditions of which Rogers Smith elo-

quently writes does not mean just that the United States is composed

of groups other than a dominant white-based elite but that those

groups’ distinctions and diverse traditions were fostered and formed

in the very development of the polity and contributed to that polity’s

development. The two cannot be separated. Such group differences

must be incorporated with the dominant ethos, as Smith advocates,

since they “raise the possibility that novel intellectual, political, and

legal systems reinforcing racial, ethnic, and gender inequalities might

be rebuilt in America in the years ahead. He retains a notion of a

common culture in the United States: “most members of all groups

have shared and often helped to shape all the ideologies and institu-

tions that have structured American life, including ascriptive ones.”^^

For instance, Americanism in the 1920s had ambivalent properties:

orchestrated by Americanizers, committed to an Anglo-Saxon view of

U.S. identity, it was a set of values that, as documented in earlier chap-

ters, African Americans could also have claimed if policy-makers and

administrators had chosen to include them.

Facing Whiteness

The importance of whiteness to the place of immigration in American

political development was introduced in Chapter 2 and illustrated

empirically in the ensuing chapters. There are two principal ways in

which whiteness acquires analytical purchase.

The first way is as part of the narrative of U.S. history and political

development. Not only did legislators construct an immigration re-

gime that both assumed a white American society, an assumption

powerfully reinforced by eugenists, but also their measures limited the

numbers of blacks who immigrated. These priorities were strength-

ened domestically not only in the working assumptions of the Ameri-

canization campaign of the 1920s but also concretely in the Supreme

Court’s constitutional endorsement of segregated race relations (a

practice introduced and sustained in the federal government) and in

the Supreme Court’s often convoluted interpretation of naturaliza-

tion laws to prevent nonwhites naturalizing. The complexities of

defining white and nonwhite—manifest not just judicially but in a
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host of administrative settings"^^—have rarely benefited the less privi-

leged group.

Thus, there has been historically a convergence of factors (includ-

ing the exclusion of blacks from the national origins scheme, the

limited access enjoyed by African Americans to a working class that

defined itself as white, and segregated race relations and residen-

tial segregation, collectively permitting the perception articulated by

leading African American intellectuals that “American means

white”) that together determined that American political develop-

ment followed a narrow rather than a broad path of ethnic and racial

development.

Although whiteness has played this key role in American politi-

cal development, both through its impact on immigration and more

widely, analysis should not be a purely black-white binary one. The

history of white Americans and nonwhite Americans has not un-

folded on hermetically sealed trajectories; far from it. It is the inter-

action and the political uses of racial categories that have been funda-

mental. Here Claire Jean Kim’s employment of a “racial

triangulation” model with which to study the complex interrelation-

ships among Asian Americans, whites, and African Americans is valu-

able. Kim identifies two concurrent processes: that of relative valori-

zation, “whereby dominant group A (Whites) valorizes subordinate

group B (Asian Americans) relative to subordinate group C (Blacks)

on cultural and/or racial grounds in order to dominate both groups,”

and civic ostracism, “whereby dominant group A (Whites) con-

structs subordinate group B (Asian Americans) as immutably foreign

and unassimilable with Whites on cultural and/or racial grounds”;

through these processes the dominant group both marginalizes one

group in respect to a third and ensures the unassimilability of the fa-

vored group. Kim explicates this process historically, finding that a

racial triangulation “of Asian Americans has persisted since its incep-

tion in the mid- 1 800s to the present. In Chapter 5, we saw how this

racial triangulation was used in Congress by proponents of the legis-

lative initiative to exclude black immigrants entirely from the United

States, as they were compared unfavorably with Asians who were

themselves still characterized as unassimilable. Instead of mistakenly

analyzing different groups as locked into distinct and autonomous

historical trajectories, Kim’s triangulation framework permits a richer

study of how different experiences interact and how that interaction
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both defines general features of American political development and

why triangulation endures. This framework also breaks with a black-

white binary conception that not only exaggerates the rigidity of so-

ciologically or judicially constructed distinctions but also removes the

role of agency in their creation and transformation; however, as I have

stressed in earlier chapters, for some African Americans, the historical

legacy of inequality and the elevation of whiteness in U.S. society’s

dominant self-identity is too significant to permit any weakening of

this key political dichotomy in analysis.

Second, whiteness matters as an impediment to the creation of a

genuinely diverse democracy. Historically, whites have been confident

about their identity and assumed that the United States should be con-

structed as a white, homogenous nation. This confidence and ambi-

tion both come through in the arguments advanced, for instance, by

the eugenist Harry Laughlin (discussed in Chapter 5) in respect to

how the “American race” should be defined and in the constitutional

arguments for segregation; this presumption of whiteness is one that

is often implicit among critics of post- 1 965 immigration policy. Ian

Haney Lopez concludes his analysis of how judicial decisions have

constructed laws in favor of whites compared with nonwhites by ar-

guing that “a self-deconstructive White race-consciousness is key to

racial justice. Because whiteness serves as the “linchpin for the sys-

tems of racial meaning in the United States . . . racial equality may
well be impossible until Whiteness is disarmed.” The imperative here

is elemental, according to Haney Lopez: “only the complete disassem-

bly of Whiteness will allow the dismantlement of the racial systems of

meaning that have grown up in our society over the past centuries and

thus permit the end of racism and the emergence of a society in which

race does not serve as a proxy for human worth. To move toward

an understanding of American diversity that pays richer attention to

individuals, these modifications are apposite. One of the virtues of

Haney Lopez’s analysis is to underline that the construction of identi-

ties and of political configurations does not happen without some

agency and purposeful action. Individual choices matter.

It is certainly the case that the formulation of the national origins

immigration regime in the 1920s was the work of policy-makers,

soaked in racial hierarchy and eugenic arguments about various

groups’ relative “inferiority,” “undesirability,” or “superiority.”
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These were political choices, legitimized by reference to a biased de

Crevecoeurian concept of the melting pot. These purposeful deci-

sions put in place a discriminatory immigration system that not only

erected a wall of distinctions, based on judgments about relative

worth, among hopeful immigrants but also consolidated racial dis-

tinctions already existing in U.S. society. It is these consequences that

render examination of the interwar decades so important historically.

A challenge confronts students of immigration and American political

development: it is not sufficient simply to recount the development of

the American polity in terms of the story of the English settlers and

their successors, later bringing in the experience of those groups al-

ready present (Native Americans) or brought there involuntarily (Af-

rican Americans). Rather, a version that treats all these groups’ narra-

tive coequally is required. Constructing this narrative raises issues

both about the relationship between acknowledging diversity and the

need for political unity, and about the relationship between group

rights and individuals in a polity that prides itself on privileging the

latter in its political principles and institutional arrangements. The

history of none of these groups was isolated: each contributed to the

formation of others. It is here that the multiple traditions framework,

with its ambition to give appropriate accord to all the groups consti-

tutive of the U. S. political culture, is germane. Rogers Smith’s broad-

ening process implies integrating the values and preferences of previ-

ously excluded groups into the dominant political ethos of the United

States in a way that recognizes that they are not isolated but, through

interaction and shared experiences, have contributed to American po-

litical development. Assimilation, to be fair to previously excluded

group, necessitates a widening of the dominant values to complement

the inculcation of the new entrants with prevailing values. The United

States’s history suggests that such a project will succeed, and indeed,

the recent attention to the idea of whiteness—as a source of iden-

tity whose carriers need self-consciously to consider its properties

and consequences—constitutes such a reformulation. In the United

States there is a strong national identity (although this been shared

most enthusiastically by white groups who have benefited from it),

with which many Americans wish to align themselves. The major

problem concerns integration of the autonomous worlds and cultures
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of those groups that were politically marginalized historically as a

consequence of intentional policy choices or unintended effects of

legislation. Here the capacity of the United States creatively to har-

ness individualism and to design political institutions that maximize

individual freedom (and as a consequence, diversity) augur well for

the future.



Appendix

Table A.l Immigration into the United States, 1820-1986, by Decade

Year Number of Persons

1820 8,385

1821-1830 143,439

1831-1840 599,125

1841-1850 1,713,251

1851-1860 2,598,214

1861-1870 2,314,824

1871-1880 2,812,191

1881-1890 5,246,613

1891-1900 3,687,564

1901-1910 8,795,386

1911-1920 5,735,81 1

1921-1930 4,107,209

1931-1940 528,431

1941-1950 1,035,039

1951-1960 2,515,479

1961-1970 3,321,677

1971-1980 4,493,314

1981-1986 2,864,406

Source: U. S. Immigration and Naturalization Service, 1976 Annual Report, p. 39.
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Table A. 2 Selected Immigration Legislation in the United States

Year Legislation Content

1783

1790 Naturalization Act

1819

1864

1875

1882 Chinese Exclusion Act

1885 Contract Labor Act

1891 Immigration Act

George Washington declares an

openness to all comers; “the bosom of

America is open to receive not only the

opulent and respectable stranger, but

the oppressed and persecuted of all

nations and religions, whom we shall

welcome to a participation of all our

rights and privileges.”

Only whites allowed to naturalize.

The U. S. government starts to count

the number of immigrants arriving

annually.

Importation of contract labor is made
legal by Congress.

Federal restrictions on immigration of

convicts and prostitutes.

Chinese immigrants are excluded for a

decade; renewed in 1892, 1902 (and

made permanent in 1904; finally

repealed in 1943). Law excluding

idiots, lunatics, paupers (persons likely

to become a public charge) and

convicts also in 1882.

Employers were prohibited from

recruiting labor in Europe and paying

their passage to the United States.

Key piece of legislation that assigned

responsibility for assessment of new
immigrants to the federal government;

Congress established Superintendent of

Immigration in the Treasury

Department to oversee this work in

Ellis and Angel Islands. Main element

was a medical evaluation.

1897 Literacy test Literacy test for new immigrants passed

by Congress but vetoed by President

Grover Cleveland.
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Table A.2 (continued)

Year Legislation Content

1903 Anarchists, epileptics, and beggars were

added to list of proscribed immigrants.

1906 Naturalization Act Knowledge of English became a

requirement for a person to be

naturalized.

1907 Immigration Act This established the Dillingham

Commission, which reported and

published its massive 42-volume study

in 1911. Head tax on immigrants was

increased; both TB sufferers and those

with mental or physical defects added

to excluded list. Agreement

(“Gentleman’s agreement”) between the

United States and Japan restricts

Japanese immigration.

1917 Literacy test Literacy test was introduced (over

President Woodrow Wilson’s veto; also

vetoed in 1913 and 1915); applicable

to all immigrants over 16. Doubled the

head tax on immigrants. Was significant

achievement for the restrictionists. The

Act itemized the eugenically excludable.

It severely limited immigration from

Asia.

1921 Emergency Quota Act The law restricted European

immigration through new quota system:

limited immigration to 3 percent per

annum of each European nationality

already resident in the United States,

taking the 1910 census as a baseline.

Limited total number of immigrants to

350,000 a year, 55 percent from

northwestern Europe, 45 percent from

southeastern Europe. Renewed in 1922

to terminate on June 30 1924.
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Table A.2 (continued)

Year Legislation Content

1924 Johnson-Reed Act

1927

1929

1940 Alien Registration Act

1943

1952 Immigration and

Nationality (McCarran-

Walter) Act

From 1927 immigration limited to a

total of 150,000 annually from non-

Western Hemisphere, of whom
nationalities resident in the United

States according to 1890 census could

claim 2 percent each. Set up a

commission to determine quota for a

system based on national origins to be

introduced in 1927. Empowered U.S.

consular officers to conduct preliminary

medical and “good character” tests of

those seeking entry visas.

Implementation of the national origins

plan of 1924 act postponed.

National origins quota formula came
into effect after successive

postponements in 1927 and 1928. It

apportioned quotas on the basis of the

estimated national origins distribution

of the white population in the United

States in the 1920 census. No quota for

Mexico or Canada.

Act required the registration and

fingerprinting of all aliens, and

strengthened the law regarding

immigrant admission and deportation.

Chinese Exclusion Act repealed.

Revised 1929 quotas but retained pro-

Western European bias. Ended ban on

whites only becoming naturalized. In

detail: reaffirms the national origins

framework giving each nation a quota

equivalent to its proportion of the U. S.

population in 1920; restricts

immigration from Eastern Hemisphere

to about 150,000, with no restrictions

on Western Hemisphere; gives priority

to s'Llled workers and relatives of U. S.

citizens; and makes the screening tests

and security more rigorous.



Appe7'idix • 297

Table A.2 (continued)

Year l.egislation Content

1965 Immigration and

Nationality (Hart-Celler)

Act

Finally abolished the national-origins

systems and excised all references to

race. In detail: abrogated national

origins system; set an annual ceiling of

170,000 for the Eastern Hemisphere

with a 20,000 country limit; created a

seven-category preference ordering for

distribution of visas; and set an annual

ceiling of 120,000 for the Western

Hemisphere with no preference system

or per-coLintry limit.

1978 Immigration and

Nationality Act

Amendments

Combined the ceilings for both Western

and Eastern Hemisphere into a

worldwide total of 290,000 with the

same seven-category preference system

and 20,000 per-country limit applied

uniformly.

1986 Immigration Reform and

Control Act

Provided for the legalization of seasonal

agricultural workers who had been

employed for at least 90 days in the

year preceding May 1986 and

undocumented aliens who had been in

continuous residence since January 1,

1982. Close to three million illegal

aliens gained amnesty. Outlawed the

employment of undocumented workers

but provided weak enforcement.

1990 Immigration Act Increased immigration with special

provisions for highly skilled

immigrants.

1996 Illegal Immigration

Reform and Immigrant

Responsibility Act

Additional appropriations made to the

INS for border controls. New
deportation measures for illegal aliens.

Restrictions placed on bringing in

relatives according to income.
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