A Brief Historiography of Immigration:
From Romance to Tragedy

by Malissa 5. Wright

When the Congress of the United Slates enacted the Immigration Law of 1924, 3 momentous
chapter in Amarican history was closed. Unlimited immigration had come te an end, yet the study
of Amercan immipration had just begnn. Cwer the past 67 vears, countless historians have studied
American immigration from many different viewpoines.  Within these studies, however, distimet
historingraphical schools have emergad, making it possible for one to see an overall theme in
immigration smudies. During the last century, historians’ interpretations have evolved from viewing
immigration as & romance, in which the immigrant imposes his will tpon the sociaty he finds in the
United States, to viewing immigration as a fragedy, in which immigrants, a separate group within
American socisty, become sociely’s victims,

One of the first greal studies of immigration was undertaken in 1926 by George M. Stephenson
in A Historv of American Immigration 1820-1924 which examines the role of immigranis in the
political history of the Uniled States.” A main assumption upen which Stephenson bases his work
iz that inmunigrants should be grouped logether as a whole. In discussing this assumption, he
addresses the contemporary view of the distinet differences between the wld and new immigrants.
Many historians in the 1920s separated immigrants into hen distinet groups: old immigrants, or those
who acrived in Amerca belore the Civil War: and new immigrants, those who arrived in Americh
after the Civil War. This distincfion was made as a result of the political trends of the time. The
cstablishment of communism in Russia in 1917 precipitated the Red Scare in 1920, a5 America feared

eommunism and anarchy would overtake the United States. This fear, combined with the rise of the
Tinited Slates.

second Ku Klux Klan, produced a strong anti-foreign feeling which swept across the
nds,
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The new anarchist immigrants who spoke unfamiliar languages and did not physically rescmble
“ Americans.” however, wers a threat to freedom, democracy, and the American way of life. This
reasomng, according to Srephenson, Was cold-plooded and untare, as the cvidence required to make
a fair judgement would not be available for many vears to come.”

Using this assumption that both old and new immigrants were simuar, Stephenson uses the first
half of his study to provide basic background history of each af the immigrant groups Lhal srrived
in America: British, Irish, Scandinavians, Geimans, Duteh, Italians, Jews, and Slavs, establishing
4 set of reasons for emigraticn into which all immiprants fell. The immigrants from the United
Kinrdom escaped from their countries Lo find materfal hederment in America.  In Britan, the
beginning of enugration coincided with the changes brought on by the Industrial Revolunon. As
relalions with ampioyers became more openly hostile and fluctuations in rrade cawsed busmess
depressions and widespread uncmployment, emigranis looked to America Lo relieve their discontent.”
The Irish suffering centered on their small heldings, which necessitated a one-crop cconomy. When
their patato hacvests of the 1840s failed. the Trish were faced with famine, Amernca was their only
gscape.’

[ike the [rsh and British, the Scandinavians’ mmin reason for smigration was malerial
betterment, They, however, ware a slep above the average immigrant, as they had adventurous
instinct and the desire Lo improve their material conditions. The Dutel, too possessed that same
spirit, according (o Stephenson, as they were shrewd, hard-headed, calculating, and industrious.*

The Germans also came to America to find a better life, one without German religicus and
political persecution, As liberalism emerged 1n Clermany, many university profussors and stidents
ambraced it strongly. The governments, however, did not, Thus, the cmigration of individusls was
a self-imposed exile of educated and aggressive men and women looking for a better life.®

Based on these hackground snmmaries, Slephenson concludes that all immigranes® reasons for

=migrating fell under one of five calepories: pressure from incressing populations, religious zeal and
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persecution, sconomic motives, love of adventure, and politcal ambition.”

In additjion to sharing the same motives for emigration, all emigrants shared the same
characteristics “at the time of departure as well as i later vears.” The emigrant was incapable of
analyzing complex forces operating over a long period of tme, and thus to hiz environment. In
addition, he was essentially a non-conformise in the economic, political, social and religious realms
before and afier tnmigration. To survive, the enugrant leamed the Enplish languape and Amencan
ways, but never truly rejected the influences of s earhier hife, Thers were some, however, who
could nol adapt sufficiently to American life, and consequently chose to retum home,  Withoul the
emugrant’s knowledge, Amenca had worked "marvelous transformation,” malking the emigrant "a
fiving advertisement of Amercan prospenty” and an cutcast in his own homeland.® To understand
fully the emiprant, one had to retum to the "cottages of the peasants and (o the humble dwellings of
the Jahorars in the factory and on the farm.™

Thus, according to Stephenson’s metonomy trope, the experiences of the American immigrants,
mid and new, were similar.  Tn addition to similar hackprounds and personal characteristics,
Stephenson alse claims that immigrants shared similar experiences in politics in the sscond half of
his hook in the sections titled "The Immigrant in Politics 1§40-1860," and "The Tmmigrants in
Polities 1860-1914.7 Using contextualism, a focus on background and trends, Stephenson paints the
picture of an immigrant population a= it atternpted to establish itself in politics.

In the political arena, Immigrants were termed spescial interest blocs as they could, as ethnic
goroups, swing the vote one way or the other. This was illustrated in | B40-186{ as political parties
battled for immigrant groups’ support on the issue of slavery. In order to pain the support of the
athnic groups, the R-&publicaﬂ.q added a campaipn plank to attract the Dutch, a Dutch plank, their
party platform and engaped Germans, Scandimavians, and Duleh o speale to their conmounities
thear matrve topngues, According to Stephenson, the political role of the immigrant was marked and
culminated in the momentous clection of Abrdham Lincaln.®

in addition to their power of support, immigrants possessed the power to challenge political
parties. The losh and Germans were the most dangerous, claims Stephenson, as they came from
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In addition, immigrants provided America with fiddles., futes, nallads, follc dances, symphonies,
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and choral singing, The father of orchesiral music, Gottleib Graupner, emisraled from Germany,
as did the fovnder of the Boston Conservatory of Music. In 1930, the New Yok Philharmonie
Orchestra buasted 114 members, 72 of whom were naturalized citizens, Immigrants 3]y Provided
Americans with the Steinway plano, Gemunder violin, and the Schwab organ, '

Immigrant talents were not restricted to fine arts. German immigrants pioneered infagt feeding,
hydrotherapy, appendicitis surgery, X-ray work, and pharmaceuncais, In addition, immigrants ware
responsible for the development of cantilever bridges, suspension bridges, and the New York subsway
tunnels. In the ares of mannfacturing and business, immi grants contribulions were innumerahia anel
included cable cars, player pianos, prain elevators, outboard motors, zippers, oil refining, and
linotype.  Some of the most famous businesses developed by immigrants which still exist today
include Bulova Watches, Bausch and Lombh, Schittz, Pabsl, Blarz, Annheuser-Busch, and H__T',
Heinz, '

Thus Wittke, like Stephenson, discourages the use of new and old immigration divisions. In
his introduction, Wittke informs the readsr that his writing is based on the sgsumption that we, ag
human beings, know nothing about a “pure race,” as thers is no satizfactory scieqtific method of
accurately testing inherent racial qualities. Thus, America is not a set, constructed mation as such,
but is ruther a constantly evolving and forming nation.  Using an oreanicist approach, Wittke
descrihes the process that each immigrant group experienced as it attempred fo contribute to the
tormation of Amenica. As the immigrant groups assimilated. they also contributed their own talents,
lranscending the obstacles in America, and. while still releining some of their homeland values,
contributing significantly to the formation of the American civiiizaton,!”

One of the unigue contributions by the immigrants to the formation of America is illustrated in
Wittke's chapler on imnugrant utopias. He claims that utopian societiss could be divided along
communist/socialist and religious lines, Reflecting the anti-communist/socialist political views that
dominaled his times, Wittke conlends that religious utopian societies were the helter-organized and
longer lasting. In addition, the majonty of the utopian societics, alleges Wittke, were compnsed of
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;mmigrants’ hopes for & promised land.

While Wiitke presents a romance much like Stephenson’s, he concantrares manly on settlement
of the frontier, and thus, oid immigration. Although Wirtke's work has been critically acclaimed by
many historians, heréin lies his main fault. A difference existed herween old and new i gration,
a5 old immigration mainly settled the frunder lands while new immigration was conmained in urban
areas, His lailure to address urban immigration dates his work,

Stephenson's and Wittke's works were representative of the first four decades of the 1900s, as
thev examned the impact of the immigrant upon the soctery which received Lim. The 1950s marked
a 1.|;m in immigration research as historians hegan to study the effects of the immigration process and
American soclety upon the newcomer. This shifl 15 quits remarkable when one considers the palitical
contaxt underlying it. Ninetesn fifty marked the beginning of bMeCarthyism, as anti-communism
reached hysteric proportions, MeCarthy's wilch hunts and Hollvwood show Lriais, dlomg with
Truman’s loyalty cath, pushed anti-immigrant feelings o their highest pomr since the Red Scare.
How does one recencile historians’ approaches to immigration and the political conlexl in which they
wrote! Historians of the 19305 sought ta defand the immigrants’ contributions to Amsrcan society.
They, however, defended Lhe immigrants by establishing themn as the victims of American sueicty and
the immigration process,

Une of the first histortans to meat thus challenge was Oscar Handlin in his popular The Upraored:
The Epiv Story of rhe Grear Migrations Thar Made the American Peaple published in 1951, Using
# blend of psychology, history, and immigrants’ personal axperiences, Handlin claims that he hopes
0 "seize upon a single stand woven into the fabric of our pasl, Lo understand that strand in its
mumerous ties and linkages with the rest: and perhaps, be revealing the nature of this parl, to throw
light upon the essence of the whole, " Thus, Handlin's goal is Lo illustrate emigration as the central
experience suffared by a preac many human beings, us "emigration took these people vul of tradition,
weelistomed environments, and replanted them in strange ground, among strangers, where strange
manners prevailed,

Handlin's trugedy of the immiprants' stmigale to survive in o new land begins with a short soudy
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of the peasant vrigims of the mmmigrants, incinding communal tradilions, lransformatinn of agriculira)
organizations, and epidemics.  After tracing the similarities in e Imunigrangs' Srussmies of the
Attantic, Handiin presents, m preat delsil, the plight of the Immigrant as he arrived in the Clties
empty-lunded. Aching of spirit went hand in hand with achimg muscles, as the burdens of his
seonomic roie hecame intolerable, Appealing to the readar’s emottons, Handlin dramatically vriteg
about the immigrant; "He was not a man at all...Drver ip » helpless alternanon of fortunes by the
pawer of remote forees, these were no longer men, not HRY more men than the cogs SpAONIng i thaip
greal machines, "¥ Accompanying this economic desperation were lonelingss, supAration from the
sommunity of the village, and despair at the msignificance of their own abilities, These were tha
elements that victimized American immigrants, 2

Althourh Handlin's work s;jgnallud a new T3 I immigranl history, he presented a liberal view
of immigration, much fike the historians who preceded hin, The role of immiprants was tragic rather
than herpie, as they "lived in crisis becanse they were uprooted. . whils the old roots were sinderad
before the new were established, the inymi grant exdstad i an exirems sitwation. .. the effects of the
shock persisted for many years; and their influence reached down 10 genarations which themselves
never paid the cost of crossing. "2

Four years later, an extremely controversial hool appearad, which, while maintaining a thame
of tragedy and a liberal ideology, addressed an obstacie faced by many immigrants bt addragsed
directly by few historians: natvism, John Higham, author of Sirangers in the Land, reprasents the
school of intellecmal history that emerped during the inler-war Years.  combining the iniemnal
upproach, which stales that creative thought is the mos| pawerful force in history, and the external
appruach, which presents jdeas ge the inslrumeants of EOCio-econoni; groups and forces, Strampery
i the Land presents a diglectical slructurs of progressive history, proposing that deep soctal crises
provide the pivot for change. This conflict s represeptative of a Marxist viewpoint, and Higham
confirms this, stating: " was drawn (o the kind of progressive thought--distinetly sacialist rather than
communisi--that lovked forward to g fratemity of people rather than the solidarity of class, " Thus,
Higham’s dialectic is basad nel on class distinctions, but on another beliel that fraternally bonds
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peeple lopether: nanvism, ™

Unlike the historians preceding lim, Higham presents a dualism hased an differing versions of
the meaning of America. According to Higham, rwo opposing sides have always deminated history:
nativists and Lheir adversaries. Mativists historically embodied three rraditions: anti-Catholicsm,
racism, and auli-radicalism. Within the definition of nativism lie the defining features of its
adversaries.  Social crises occurred as the vomponents of this dualism were, In certain situations,
placed direetly at odds.  Certain new 1deas existed. however, which were powerful epough (o
transcend this dualism. These ideas spread across the whole of society, linking the npposing sides
of the dualism logether. The most prominent example of this is the concept of war. Historically,
races and refigion have joined willingly in war efforts. War transcends the duslism of nativism and
its adversaries, ™

0f all the booles examined in this essay, Strangers in the Lund has proven to be thus far the most
resiliznt, as il was reprinted in 1985, In Hipham's words,

Most remarkably, it [Srrangers in the Lund] has never come nnder sustained criticism from
any of the schools of historivgraphy that have arsen since its publication, nor has it heen
superseded by wider syntheses or by a desper penctration of its subject. Strangers in the
Lund to this day remains a hardy, solitary perannial--an academic phenomenon with a history
of its own that begs for explanation,™

This quots, unfortunately, is representative of the attitude Higham cxhibits thronghowt his writing,
While Higham's argument is indeed strong and his credentials, including education and previous
publications, impressive, the reader cannot help being put off by hiz obvious arrpgance.

While Higham’s writing may remain an academic phenomenon in s own mind, John Bodnar's
The Transplanted: A History of Immigrants in Urban America (1985) presents a senous academic
challenze to Higham's view of immigration. Previous treatments of irmmigration, states Bodnar, have
heen hased on a similar assumprion: the imoigrant expLTienca was A common sxperience shared by
all. This is incarrect, states Bodnar, “as aven the most cursory glanee at an immigrant community

or stream will suggest that not all newcomers behaved in a similar fashion.” lnstead, immi grants
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were fragmented into numerous enclaves arranped by mternal status, levels, wdeclopy, and
nrentation.

The real explanation of immigrane adjustment lay at all the points where the immigrant met
modarmty and capitalism: the homeland, neighborhood, school, church, workplace, family, and
fraternal hall. Thus. “the fragile link berween the penerations of the last century and the current one
i not necessarily cultural or emolional as much as it is the shared need to respond o an evolving
capitalism...”  Using this metaphor, Bodnar uncovers the pature of immigrant involvement in
capitalism to see that values and ideologies the immigrant abandoned and what he retamned. ™

In his first chapler, Bodnar concludes that the sconomic changes in the immigrants” homelands
accounted for the cyele of migration. Mamifestations of capitalism were apparent to Immigrants in
their hemelands as cheap goods undercut the local artisan economic base and the rise of industrial
cities creared massive markets for apncultural products. As a result, immigrants came to America
in lwo slreams.  The first stream. a punorty of craftsmen, artisans, and small farmers, predicted
what was about fo happen tn their economy and took their families to Amenca fo establish a new life.
The majerity of immigrants, who compnsed the second stream, were searching for resources which
could sarn them a more respeclable status in their homelands, Thus, the first stream came
America to establish new lives, whils the second stream came Lo lake advantage of its fabled gold-
paved streets, ™

The chapters which follow deal with the immigrants’ myvelvement with an adjustment to
capitalism. Rather than submit or acquiesce to capitalism, the immigrants simply accepted it, doing
what liad to be deope in order to survive--nothing more. As such, wnigrants, in Bodnar's work, did
nat intentionally attempt o change or better American society. Rather, they simply accepted the
society, the victims of capitalism. Based oo the immigranls’ many responses to capitalism. however,
separate classes emerped within the immuigrant community, destroying the myth af the monolithic
immigranl comumunity. All responses, however, were based on what was best for the family. As
a result, the immugrant community lived in a continual dynamic berween sconomy and society, and

between class and cullure. Bodnar examines this swir of interaction Lo uncover the nature of the
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nmrnigrant's involvement with capitalism, derermining which values they rejected and which they
recained.

Using a Marxist argument, Bodnar presents the assimilation of the immigrant into capitalism,
proving that immiprants formed a new cullure, "a product of both men and women, believers and
nom-believers, workers and entrepreneurs, leaders and tollowars.  drawing both a past and a present
and continually confroncing the limits of what was possible.” Thus, the mentafity and culture of most
immiprants in urban America Wwas 4 blend of the past and present, centered on the immediate and the
attainable.™

During the century of 1820-1920, over 35 million immigrants entered the United States. As the
first immigrants came ashors, the American soctety experienced a transformation which would never
cease.  Histornans have studied immigration for over a century, armving at many different
conclusions, rangmg from rhe degree of simiiarity in immigrant backprounds to the degree of
similarity in immigrant responss (o capitalism,  As new historiographical schools emerge, so will new
conclusions, all of which will likely hold some grain of truth. The impact of immigration on
American society 1s immeasurable, and as such, will be the object of lustorical study for decades to
come,
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