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 The Shock of Alienation
 From The Uprooted: The Epic
 Story of the Great Migrations
 that Made the American People

 Oscar Handlin

 Letters bring the low voices across the sea. The unfa
 miliar pens grope for the proper words. When you
 ask somebody to write for you, you must go and treat

 him. Therefore you try yourself. In the store are printed forms.
 Sometimes they will do to transmit information. But you wish
 through this lifeless paper to do more than send news. With
 painful effort and at the sacrifice of precious time, you express
 the solidarity you still feel with those who stayed behind. The
 sheet is then the symbol of the ties that continue to bind.

 Ceremonial salutations, to my dearest ... to every him and
 her who filled the days of the old life and whom I will never
 see again. By this letter I kiss you. To the aged parents who
 bred and nurtured, who took trouble over, shed tears for me
 and now have none to comfort them; to the brother who shared
 my tasks and bed; to my comrades of the fields; to all the kin
 who joined in festivals; to the whole visible communion, the
 oneness, of the village that I have forfeited by emigration; to
 each I send my greetings. And with my greetings go wishes
 that you may have the sweet years of life, of health and happi
 ness, alas elusive there and here.

 They are wanderers to the wide world and often yearn to
 ward the far direction whence they have come. Why even the
 birds who fly away from their native places still hasten to go
 back. Can ever a man feel really happy condemned to live away
 from where he was born? Though by leaving he has cut himself
 off and knows he never will return, yet he hopes, by reaching
 backward, still to belong in the homeland.

 It is to that end that the husband and wife and older chil

 dren gather to assist in the composition; it is to that end that
 they assemble to read the reply. Little enough occurs to them
 that is worth recording, certainly not the monotonous struggle
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 OSCAR HANDLIN

 of getting settled. Instead their lines go to reminiscence, to the
 freshening of memories, to the commemoration of anniversar
 ies. Later, when the art spreads and photographs are available
 at low cost, these are exchanged with great frequency.

 Other acts of solidarity also absorbed the attention of the im
 migrants. Vivid recollections of the suffering they had left be
 hind spurred them on in the effort to set aside from their own
 inadequate earnings enough to aid the ones who had not come.
 By 1860 the Irish alone were sending back four or five million
 dollars a year; a half-century later, the total remitted by all
 groups was well over one hundred and forty million for a
 twelve-month period. Often, in addition, some unusual disaster
 evoked a special sympathetic response?the church burned
 down, or famine appeared, or war. Such contributions recog
 nized the continued connectedness with the old place. In time,
 that was further strengthened by involvement in nationalistic

 movements which established a political interest in the affairs
 of the Old Country, an interest the peasants had not had while
 they were there.

 As the passing years widened the distance, the land the im
 migrants had left acquired charm and beauty. Present problems
 blurred those they had left unsolved behind; and in the haze of
 memory it seemed to these people they had formerly been free
 of present dissatisfactions. It was as if the Old World became a
 great mirror into which they looked to see right all that was
 wrong with the New. The landscape was prettier, the neighbors
 more friendly, and religion more efficacious; in the frequent
 crises when they reached the limits of their capacities, the wist
 ful reflection came: This would not have happened there.

 The real contacts were, however, disappointing. The requests
 ?that back there a mass be said, or a wise one consulted, or a
 religious medal be sent over?those were gestures full of hope.
 But the responses were inadequate; like all else they shrank in
 the crossing. The immigrants wrote, but the replies, when they
 came, were dull, even trite in their mechanical phrases, or so it
 seemed to those who somehow expected these messages to
 evoke the emotions that had gone into their own painfully com
 posed letters. Too often the eagerly attended envelopes proved
 to be only empty husks, the inner contents valueless. After the
 long wait before the postman came, the sheets of garbled writ
 ing were inevitably below expectations. There was a trying
 sameness to the complaints of hard times, to the repetitious
 petty quarrels; and before long there was impatience with the
 directness with which the formal greeting led into the everlast
 ing requests for aid.

 This last was a sore point with the immigrants. The friends
 and relatives who had stayed behind could not get it out of
 their heads that in America the streets were paved with gold.
 Send me for a coat. . . There is a piece of land here and if only you
 would send, we could buy it. . . Our daughter could be married, but
 we have not enough for a dowry . . . We are ashamed, everyone else
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 THE SHOCK OF ALIENATION

 gets . . . much more frequently than we. Implicit in these solici
 tations was the judgment that the going-away had been a de
 sertion, that unfulfilled obligations still remained, and that the
 village could claim assistance as a right from its departed
 members.

 From the United States it seemed there was no comprehen
 sion, back there, of the difficulties of settlement. It was exasper
 ating by sacrifices to scrape together the remittances and to re
 ceive in return a catalogue of new needs, as if there were not
 needs enough in the New World too. The immigrants never
 shook off the sense of obligation to help; but they did come to
 regard their Old Countrymen as the kind of people who de
 pended on help. The trouble with the Europeans was, they
 could not stand on their own feet.

 The cousin green off the boat earned the same negative ap
 praisal. Though he be a product of the homeland, yet here he
 cut a pitiable figure; awkward manners, rude clothes, and a
 thoroughgoing ineptitude in the new situation were his most
 prominent characteristics. The older settler found the welcome
 almost frozen on his lips in the face of such backwardness.

 In every real contact the grandeur of the village faded; it did
 not match the immigrants' vision of it and it did not stand up in
 a comparison with America. When the picture came, the as
 sembled family looked at it beneath the light. This was indeed
 the church, but it had not been remembered so; and the de
 pressing contrast took some of the joy out of remembering.

 The photograph did not lie. There it was, a low building set
 against the dusty road, weather-beaten and making a candid
 display of its ill-repair. But the recollections did not lie either.
 As if it had been yesterday that they passed through those
 doors, they could recall the sense of spaciousness and elevation
 that sight of the structure had always aroused.

 Both impressions were true, but irreconcilable. The mental
 image and the paper representation did not jibe because the
 one had been formed out of the standards and values of the
 Old Country, while the other was viewed in the light of the
 standards and values of the New. And it was the same with ev

 ery other retrospective contact. Eagerly the immigrants contin
 ued to look back across the Atlantic in search of the satisfac

 tions of fellowship. But the search was not rewarded. Having
 become Americans, they were no longer villagers. Though they
 might willingly assume the former obligations and recognize
 the former responsibilities, they could not recapture the former
 points of view or hold to the former judgments. They had seen
 too much, experienced too much to be again members of the
 community. It was a vain mission on which they continued to
 dispatch the letters; these people, once separated, would never
 belong again.

 Their home now was a country in which they had not been
 born. Their place in society they had established for themselves
 through the hardships of crossing and settlement. The process
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 OSCAR HANDLIN

 had changed them, had altered the most intimate aspects of
 their lives. Every effort to cling to inherited ways of acting and
 thinking had led into a subtle adjustment by which those ways
 were given a new American form. No longer Europeans, could
 the immigrants then say that they belonged in America? The
 answer depended upon the conceptions held by other citizens
 of the United States of the character of the nation and of the role
 of the newcomers within it.

 In the early nineteenth century, those already established on
 this side of the ocean regarded immigration as a positive good.

 When travel by sea became safe after the general peace of 1815
 and the first fresh arrivals trickled in, there was a general dis
 position to welcome the movement. The favorable attitude per
 sisted even when the tide mounted to the flood levels of the

 1840's and 1850's. The man off the boat was then accepted with
 out question or condition.

 The approval of unlimited additions to the original popula
 tion came easily to Americans who were conscious of the youth
 of their country. Standing at the edge of an immense continent,
 they were moved by the challenge of empty land almost end
 less in its extension. Here was room enough, and more, for all

 who would bend their energies to its exploitation. The shortage
 was of labor and not of acres; every pair of extra hands in
 creased the value of the abundant resources and widened op
 portunities for everyone.

 The youth of the nation also justified the indiscriminate ad
 mission of whatever foreigners came to these shores. There was
 high faith in the destiny of the Republic, assurance that its fu
 ture history would justify the Revolution and the separation
 from Great Britain. The society and the culture that would
 emerge in this territory would surpass those of the Old World
 because they would not slavishly imitate the outmoded forms
 and the anachronistic traditions that constricted men in Europe.
 The United States would move in new directions of its own be

 cause its people were a new people.
 There was consequently a vigorous insistence that this coun

 try was not simply an English colony become independent. It
 was a nation unique in its origins, produced by the mixture of
 many different types out of which had come an altogether fresh
 amalgam, the American. The ebullient citizens who believed
 and argued that their language, their literature, their art, and
 their polity were distinctive and original also believed and ar
 gued that their population had not been derived from a single
 source but had rather acquired its peculiar characteristics from
 the blending of a variety of strains.

 There was confidence that the process would continue. The
 national type had not been fixed by its given antecedents; it
 was emerging from the experience of life on a new continent.
 Since the quality of men was determined not by the conditions
 surrounding their birth, but by the environment within which
 they passed their lives, it was pointless to select among them.
 All would come with minds and spirits fresh for new impres
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 THE SHOCK OF ALIENATION

 sions; and being in America would make Americans of them.
 Therefore it was best to admit freely everyone who wished to
 make a home here. The United States would then be a great
 melting pot, great enough so that there was room for all who
 voluntarily entered; and the nation that would ultimately be
 cast from that crucible would be all the richer for the diversity
 of the elements that went into the molten mixture.

 The legislation of most of the nineteenth century reflected
 this receptive attitude. The United States made no effort ac
 tively to induce anyone to immigrate, but neither did it put any
 bars in the way of their coming. Occasional laws in the four
 decades after 1819 set up shipping regulations in the hope of
 improving the conditions of the passage. In practice, the provi
 sions that specified the minimum quantities of food and the
 maximum number of passengers each vessel could carry were
 easily evaded. Yet the intent of those statutes was to protect the
 travelers and to remove harsh conditions that might discourage
 the newcomers.

 Nor were state laws any more restrictive in design. The sea
 ports, troubled by the burdens of poor relief, secured the enact
 ment of measures to safeguard their treasuries against such
 charges. Sometimes the form was a bond to guarantee that the
 immigrant would not become at once dependent upon public
 support; sometimes it was a small tax applied to defray the
 costs of charity. In either case there was no desire to limit entry
 into the country; and none of these steps had any discernible ef
 fect upon the volume of admissions.

 Once landed, the newcomer found himself equal in condi
 tion to the natives. Within a short period he could be natural
 ized and acquire all the privileges of a citizen. In some places,
 indeed, he could vote before the oath in court so transformed
 his status. In the eyes of society, even earlier than in the eyes of
 the law, he was an American.

 It was not necessary that the immigrants should read deeply
 in the writings of political and social theorists to understand
 this conception of America. The idea was fully and clearly ex
 pressed in practice. The sense of being welcome gave people
 who had elsewhere been counted superfluous the assurance
 that their struggles to build a new life would be regarded with
 sympathy by their new neighbors. On such a foundation they
 could proceed to settle down in their own ways, make their
 own adjustments to the new conditions.

 Significantly, the newcomers were not compelled to conform
 to existing patterns of action or to accept existing standards.
 They felt free to criticize many aspects of the life they discov
 ered in the New World, the excessive concern with material
 goods and the inadequate attention to religion, the pushiness
 and restlessness of the people, the transitory quality of family
 relationships. The boldness of such judgments testified to the
 voluntary nature of immigrant adjustment. The strangers did
 not swallow America in one gulp; through their own associa
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 OSCAR HANDLIN

 tions and their own exertions they discovered how to live in the
 new place and still be themselves.

 Until the 1880's the diverse groups in the United States got
 in each other's way only on very unusual occasions; generally
 rapid expansion made room for the unrestrained activity of all.
 Indeed the newcomers themselves did not then become issues;
 nor was there then any inclination to question the desirability
 of continuing the traditional open policy. But the second gener
 ation was an unstable element in the situation; as it grew in
 prominence, it created troublesome problems precisely because
 it had not a fixed place in the society. Standing between the cul
 ture of its parents and the culture of the older America, it bared
 the inadequacies of the assumption that the fusion of the multi
 tude of strains in the melting pot would come about as a matter
 of course. The moments of revelation, though still rare, were
 profoundly shocking.

 The discovery came most commonly in matters related to
 employment. However the native wage earner may have judged
 the effects of the immigrants upon the economy in general, he
 knew that these people did not directly compete with him for
 his job. But the children of the immigrants were Americans
 who were not content with the places that went to foreigners.
 On the labor market the offspring of the newcomers jostled the
 sons of well-established families. There was still no lack of

 space in a productive system that grew at an ever-accelerating
 pace. But the ambitious youngster every now and then hit
 upon the advertisement, NO IRISH NEED APPLY! The hurt
 would affect him, but also his father. It would disclose to these
 immigrants, and to many who came later, the limits of their be
 longing to America.

 In politics also there were occasions on which the activities
 of the new citizens met the hostility of the old. If the conse
 quences then were more striking, it was because there was less
 room for competition in the contest for political control. There
 were times when groups of men, unable to attain their own
 ends through government and unable to understand their own
 failure, sought to settle the blame on the foreign-born in their
 midst. In the 1850's, for instance, agitation of the slavery ques
 tion and of a host of reform proposals put an intolerable strain
 upon the existing party structure. Years of compromise had
 produced no durable solution; instead they had given rise to
 grave forebodings of the calamitous Civil War that impended.

 At the point of crisis, the stranger who stood in the way of
 attainment of some particular objective became the butt of at
 tack. Abolitionists and reformers who found the conservative

 Irish arrayed against them at the polls, proslavery politicians
 who made much of the radicalism of some of the German lead

 ers, and temperance advocates who regarded an alien han
 kering after alcohol as the main obstruction on the way to uni
 versal abstinence?such people were the backbone of the
 Know-Nothing Party that leaped to sudden prominence in the
 election of 1854. The oddly assorted elements that entered this
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 THE SHOCK OF ALIENATION

 political coalition had little in common; it took them only two
 years to come to know each other better, and once they did the
 party fell apart. Nothing positive had drawn such men to
 gether; they were attracted to each other rather by the fears that
 troubled them all. Incapable for the moment of confronting the
 real divisions within their society, many Americans achieved a
 temporary unity by cohering against the outsider in their midst.

 The Know-Nothing movement disappeared as rapidly as it
 had appeared. In that respect it traced a course later followed
 by similar movements that flashed across the political horizon
 ?the A.P.A. of the 1890's and the anti-German agitation of the
 First World War. These brief lapses in relationships that were
 generally peaceful had no enduring effects upon legislation or
 upon the attitudes of the mass of the native-born.

 But even very brief glimpses of the hatred that might be
 generated against them disturbed the immigrants. The memory
 of charges violently made lingered long after the charges them
 selves were no longer a threat. They left behind a persistent un
 easiness. The foreign-born could not forget that their rights as
 citizens had once been challenged. Could they help but wonder
 how fully they belonged in the United States? Occasional street
 fights among the boys that pitted group against group, from
 time to time more serious riots in which the unruly elements in
 the town attacked the aliens, and the more frequent slurs from
 press and platform kept alive that doubt.

 Yet until the 1880's confidence outweighed the doubt. So
 long as those native to the country retained the faith that Amer
 ica would continue to grow from the addition of variety to its
 culture, the newcomers retained the hope, despite the difficul
 ties of settlement and the discouragement of sporadic acts of
 hostility, that there would be here a home for the homeless of
 Europe.

 As the nineteenth century moved into its last quarter, a note
 of petulance crept into the comments of some Americans who
 thought about this aspect of the development of their culture. It

 was a long time now that the melting pot had been simmering,
 but the end product seemed no closer than before. The experi
 ence of life in the United States had not broken down the sepa
 rateness of the elements mixed into it; each seemed to retain its

 own identity. Almost a half-century after the great immigration
 of Irish and Germans, these people had not become indistin
 guishable from other Americans; they were still recognizably
 Irish and German. Yet even then, newer waves of newcomers

 were beating against the Atlantic shore. Was there any prospect
 that all these multitudes would ever be assimilated, would ever
 be Americanized?

 A generation earlier such questions would not have been
 asked. Americans of the first half of the century had assumed
 that any man who subjected himself to the American environ

 ment was being Americanized. Since the New World was ulti
 mately to be occupied by a New Man, no mere derivative of any
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 OSCAR HANDLIN

 extant stock, but different from and superior to all, there had
 been no fixed standards of national character against which to
 measure the behavior of newcomers. The nationality of the new
 Republic had been supposed fluid, only just evolving; there had
 been room for infinite variation because diversity rather than
 uniformity had been normal.

 The expression of doubts that some parts of the population
 might not become fully American implied the existence of a set
 tled criterion of what was American. There had been a time

 when the society had recognized no distinction among citizens
 but that between the native and the foreign-born, and that dis
 tinction had carried no imputation of superiority or inferiority.
 Now there were attempts to distinguish among the natives be
 tween those who really belonged and those who did not, to
 separate out those who were born in the United States but
 whose immigrant parentage cut them off from the truly indige
 nous folk.

 It was difficult to draw the line, however. The census differ
 entiated after 1880 between natives and native-born of foreign
 parents. But that was an inadequate line of division; it provided
 no means of social recognition and offered no basis on which
 the true Americans could draw together, identify themselves as
 such.

 Through these years there was a half-conscious quest among
 some Americans for a term that would describe those whose

 ancestors were in the United States before the great migrations.
 Where the New Englanders were, they called themselves Yan
 kees, a word that often came to mean non-Irish or non-Cana
 dian. But Yankee was simply a local designation and did not
 take in the whole of the old stock. In any case, there was no sat
 isfaction to such a title. Its holders were one group among

 many, without any distinctive claim to Americanism, cut off
 from other desirable peoples prominent in the country's past.

 Only the discovery of common antecedents could eliminate the
 separations among the really American.

 But to find a common denominator, it was necessary to go
 back a long way. Actually no single discovery was completely
 satisfactory. Some writers, in time, referred to the civilization of
 the United States as Anglo-Saxon. By projecting its origins back
 to early Britain, they implied that their own culture was always
 English in derivation, and made foreigners of the descendants
 of Irishmen and Germans, to say nothing of the later arrivals.
 Other men preferred a variant and achieved the same exclusion
 by referring to themselves as "the English-speaking people," a
 title which assumed there was a unity and uniqueness to the
 clan which settled the home island, the Dominions, and the
 United States. Still others relied upon a somewhat broader ap
 pellation. They talked of themselves as Teutonic and argued
 that what was distinctively American originated in the forests
 of Germany; in this view, only the folk whose ancestors had ex
 perienced the freedom of tribal self-government and the libera
 tion of the Protestant Reformation were fully American.
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 THE SHOCK OF ALIENATION

 These terms had absolutely no historical justification. They
 nevertheless achieved a wide currency in the thinking of the
 last decades of the nineteenth century. Whatever particular
 phrase might serve the purpose of a particular author or
 speaker, all expressed the conviction that some hereditary ele
 ment had given form to American culture. The conclusion was
 inescapable: to be Americanized, the immigrants must conform
 to the American way of life completely defined in advance of
 their landing.

 There were two counts to the indictment that the immi
 grants were not so conforming. They were, first, accused of
 their poverty. Many benevolent citizens, distressed by the mis
 erable conditions in the districts inhabited by the laboring peo
 ple, were reluctant to believe that such social flaws were in
 digenous to the New World. It was tempting, rather, to ascribe
 them to the defects of the newcomers, to improvidence, sloven
 liness, and ignorance rather than to inability to earn a living
 wage.

 Indeed to those whose homes were uptown the ghettos were
 altogether alien territory associated with filth and vice and
 crime. It did not seem possible that men could lead a decent ex
 istence in such quarters. The good vicar on a philanthropic tour

 was shocked by the moral dangers of the dark unlighted hall
 way. His mind rushed to the defense of the respectable young
 girl: Whatever her wishes may be, she can do nothing?shame pre
 vents her from crying out. The intention of the reformer was to
 improve housing, but the summation nevertheless was, You
 cannot make an American citizen out of a slum.

 The newcomers were also accused of congregating together
 in their own groups and of an unwillingness to mix with out
 siders. The foreign-born flocked to the great cities and stub
 bornly refused to spread out as farmers over the countryside;
 that alone was offensive to a society which still retained an
 ideal of rusticity. But even the Germans in Wisconsin and the
 Scandinavians in Minnesota held aloofly to themselves. Every
 where, the strangers persisted in their strangeness and willfully
 stood apart from American life. A prominent educator sounded
 the warning: Our task is to break up their settlements, to assimilate
 and amalgamate these people and to implant in them the Anglo-Saxon
 conception of righteousness, law, and order.

 It was no simple matter to meet this challenge. The older
 residents were quick to criticize the separateness of the immi
 grant but hesitant when he made a move to narrow the dis
 tance. The householders of Fifth Avenue or Beacon Street or

 Nob Hill could readily perceive the evils of the slums but they
 were not inclined to welcome as a neighbor the former denizen
 of the East Side or the North End or the Latin Quarter who had
 acquired the means to get away. Among Protestants there was
 much concern over the growth of Catholic, Jewish, and Ortho
 dox religious organizations, but there was no eagerness at all
 to provoke a mass conversion that might crowd the earlier
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 OSCAR HANDLIN

 churches with a host of poor foreigners. When the population
 of its neighborhood changed, the parish was less likely to try to
 attract the newcomers than to close or sell its building and
 move to some other section.

 Indeed there was a fundamental ambiguity to the thinking
 of those who talked about "assimilation" in these years. They
 had arrived at their own view that American culture was fixed,
 formed from its origins, by shutting out the great mass of im
 migrants who were not English or at least not Teutonic. Now it
 was expected that those excluded people would alter them
 selves to earn their portion in Americanism. That process could
 only come about by increasing the contacts between the older
 and the newer inhabitants, by sharing jobs, churches, resi
 dences. Yet in practice, the man who thought himself an Anglo
 Saxon found proximity to the other folk just come to the United
 States uncomfortable and distasteful and, in his own life,
 sought to increase rather than to lessen the gap between his po
 sition and theirs.

 There was an escape from the horns of this unpleasant di
 lemma. It was tempting to resolve the difficulty by arguing that
 the differences between Americans on the one hand and Ital

 ians or Jews or Poles on the other were so deep as to admit of
 no conciliation. If these other stocks were cut off by their own
 innate nature, by the qualities of their heredity, then the origi
 nal breed was justified both in asserting the fixity of its own
 character and in holding off from contact with the aliens.

 Those who wished to support that position drew upon a siz
 able fund of racialist ideas that seeped deep into the thinking of
 many Americans toward the end of the nineteenth century.
 From a variety of sources there had been accumulated a body
 of doctrine that proclaimed the division of humanity into dis
 tinct, biologically separate races.

 In the bitter years of controversy that were the prelude to
 the Civil War, there were Southerners who had felt the urgency
 of a similar justification. The abolitionists had raised the issue
 of the moral Tightness of slavery, had pronounced it sinful to
 hold a fellow man in bondage. Sensitive to the criticism but
 bound in practice to his property, the plantation owner was at
 tracted by the notion that the blacks were not his fellow men.
 Perhaps, as George Fitzhugh told him, the Negroes were not re
 ally human at all, but another order of beings, condemned by
 their natures to a servile status.

 During the tragic reconstruction that followed the peace the
 argument acquired additional gravity. The formal, legal marks
 of subordination were gone; it was the more important to hold
 the colored people in submission by other means. Furthermore
 the section was now under the control of a national authority,
 dominated by Northern men; the vanquished faced the task of
 convincing the victors of the essential propriety of the losing
 cause.

 For years after the end of the war, Southerners directed a
 stream of discussion across the Mason-Dixon line. Through
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 THE SHOCK OF ALIENATION

 their writing and talking ran an unvarying theme?the Negro
 was inherently inferior, did not need or deserve, could not use
 or be trusted with, the rights of humans. It did not matter how
 many auditors or readers were persuaded, the very agitation
 of the question familiarized Americans with the conception of
 race.

 Eastward from the Pacific Coast came a similar gospel, also
 the product of local exigencies. Out of the dislocating effects of
 depression in 1873 and of the petering-out of the mining econ
 omy, there had developed in California a violently anti-Chinese
 movement. Those who regarded the Oriental as the source of
 all the state's difficulties were not content with what discrimi

 natory measures the legislature could enact. They wished no
 less than the total exclusion of the Chinese.

 Satisfaction of that demand could come only from the Fed
 eral Congress; and to get Congress to act, it was necessary to
 persuade representatives from every section of the reality of the
 menace. The attack upon the little brown rice-eaters, congeni
 tally filthy and immoral, had the same consequences as the
 Southern charges against the Negro; it made current the notion
 of ineradicable race differences.

 A third problem brought the prestige of many influential
 names to the support of the idea. The War with Spain had given
 the United States substantial new overseas possessions, gov
 ernment of which posed troublesome problems. In the tradi
 tional pattern of American expansion, additional lands were
 treated as territories, held in a transitional stage until the time
 when they would become states. But their residents were citi
 zens, endowed with all the rights of residents of the older part
 of the Union.

 Substantial bodies of opinion opposed the extension of such
 treatment to the newly acquired islands. The proponents of
 navalism and of an aggressive imperialism, businessmen inter
 ested in the possibilities of profitable investments, and Protes
 tant clergymen attracted by the possibility of converting large
 numbers of Catholics and heathen preferred to have the con
 quered areas colonies rather than territories, preferred to have
 the inhabitants subjects rather than citizens protected by the
 Constitution. To persuade the nation that such a departure
 from past policy was appropriate, the imperialists argued that
 the conquered peoples were incapable of self-government; their
 own racial inferiority justified a position of permanent subordi
 nation.

 By 1900, the debates over the Negro, the Chinese, and the
 Filipino had familiarized Americans with the conception of
 permanent biological differences among humans. References to
 the "realities of race" by then had taken on a commonplace, al

 most casual quality. Early that year, for instance, a distin
 guished senator, well known for his progressive temperament
 and scholarly attainments, spoke exultantly of the opportuni
 ties in the Philippines and in China's limitless markets. We will
 not renounce our part in the mission of our race, trustee of the civi

 AUTUMN 2OO7 II

This content downloaded from 
�������������149.10.125.20 on Thu, 24 Feb 2022 17:54:00 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 OSCAR HANDLIN

 lization of the world. God has not been preparing the English-Speak
 ing and Teutonic People for one thousand years for nothing. He has

 made us the master organizers to establish system where chaos reigns.
 He has marked the American People as the chosen nation to finally
 lead in the regeneration of the world.

 These ideas were unsystematic; as yet they were only the
 unconnected defenses of specific positions. But there were not
 lacking men to give these rude conceptions a formal structure,
 to work them up into a scientific creed.

 Sociology toward the end of the century, in the United States,
 was only just emerging as a discipline of independent stature.
 The certitude with which its practitioners delivered their gener
 alizations covered its fundamental immaturity of outlook. The
 American social scientists approached their subject through the
 analysis of specific disorders: criminality, intemperance, poverty,
 and disease. Everywhere they looked they found immigrants
 somehow involved in these problems. In explaining such faults
 in the social order, the scholar had a choice of alternatives: these

 were the pathological manifestations of some blemish, either in
 the nature of the newcomers or in the nature of the whole so

 ciety. It was tempting to accept the explanation that put the
 blame on the outsiders.

 From the writings of the Europeans Gobineau, Drumont,
 and Chamberlain, the sociologists had accepted the dictum that
 social characteristics depended upon racial differences. A suc
 cession of books now demonstrated that flaws in the biological
 constitution of various groups of immigrants were responsible
 for every evil that beset the country?for pauperism, for the
 low birth rate of natives, for economic depressions, for class di
 visions, for prostitution and homosexuality, and for the appear
 ance of city slums.

 Furthermore, the social scientists of this period were not
 content with academic analysis. They were convinced their
 conclusions must be capable of practical application and often
 became involved in the reform movements which, by planning,
 hoped to set right the evils of the times. The sociologist eager to
 ameliorate the lot of his fellow men by altering the conditions
 of their lives found the newcomers intractable, slow to change,
 obstacles in the road to progress. Since few among these think
 ers were disposed to accept the possibility they might them
 selves be in error, they could only conclude the foreigners were
 incapable of improvement. From opposite ends of the country,
 two college presidents united in the judgment that the immi
 grants were beaten men from beaten races, biologically incapable of
 rising, either now or through their descendants, above the mentality
 of a twelve-year-old child.

 The only apparent solution was in eugenics, the control of
 the composition of the population through selection of proper
 stocks based on proper heredity. A famous social scientist ex
 pressed it as his considered opinion that race differences are es
 tablished in the very blood. Races may change their religions, their

 form of government, and their languages, but underneath they may
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 continue the PHYSICAL, MENTAL, and MORAL CAPACITIES
 and INCAPACITIES which determine the REAL CHARACTER of
 their RELIGION, GOVERNMENT, and LITERATURE. Surface
 conformity would only conceal the insidious subtle characteris
 tics that divided the native from the foreign-born.

 The fear of everything alien instilled by the First World War
 brought to fullest flower the seeds of racist thinking. Three
 enormously popular books by an anthropologist, a eugenist,
 and a historian revealed to hundreds of thousands of horrified

 Nordics how their great race had been contaminated by contact
 with lesser breeds, dwarfed in stature, twisted in mentality, and
 ruthless in the pursuit of their own self-interest.

 These ideas passed commonly in the language of the time.
 No doubt many Americans who spoke in the bitter terms of
 race used the words in a figurative sense or in some other way
 qualified their acceptance of the harsh doctrine. After all, they
 still recognized the validity of the American tradition of equal
 and open opportunities, of the Christian tradition of the broth
 erhood of man. Yet, if they were sometimes troubled by the
 contradiction, nevertheless enough of them believed fully the
 racist conceptions so that five million could become members
 of the Ku Klux Klan in the early 1920's.

 Well, a man who was sixty then had seen much that was
 new in his lifetime; and though he had not moved from the
 town of his birth, still his whole world had wandered away and
 left him, in a sense, a stranger in his native place. He too knew
 the pain of unfamiliarity, the moments of contrast between
 what was and what had been. Often he turned the corner of
 some critical event and confronted the effects of an industrial

 economy, of an urban society, of unsettled institutions, and of
 disorderly personal relationships. And, as he fought the fear of
 the unknown future, he too yearned for the security of belong
 ing, for the assurance that change had not singled out him
 alone but had come to the whole community as a meaningful
 progression out of the past.

 It was fretfully hard, through the instability of things, to rec
 ognize the signs of kinship. In anxious dread of isolation the
 people scanned each other in the vain quest for some porten
 tous mark that would tell them who belonged together. Frus
 trated, some created a sense of community, drew an inner
 group around themselves by setting the others aside as out
 siders. The excluded became the evidence of the insiders' be

 longing. It was not only, or not so much, because they hated the
 Catholic or Jew that the silent men marched in hoods, but be
 cause by distinguishing themselves from the foreigner they
 could at last discover their common identity, feel themselves
 part of a meaningful body.

 The activities of the Klan were an immediate threat to the
 immigrants and were resisted as such. But there was also a
 wider import to the movement. This was evidence, at last be
 come visible, that the newcomers were among the excluded.
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 The judgment at which the proponents of assimilation had only
 hinted, about which the racist thinkers had written obliquely,
 the Klan brought to the open. The hurt came from the fact that
 the mouthings of the Kleagle were not eccentricities, but only
 extreme statements of beliefs long on the margin of acceptance
 by many Americans. To the foreign-born this was demonstra
 tion of what they already suspected, that they would remain
 as alienated from the New World as they had become from the
 Old.

 Much earlier the pressure of their separateness had begun to
 disturb the immigrants. As soon as the conception of Ameri
 canization had acquired the connotation of conformity with ex
 isting patterns, the whole way of group life of the newcomers
 was questioned. Their adjustment had depended upon their
 ability as individuals in a free society to adapt themselves to
 their environment through what forms they chose. The de

 mand by their critics that the adjustment take a predetermined
 course seemed to question their right, as they were, to a place
 in American society.

 Not that these people concerned themselves with theories of
 nationalism, but in practice the hostility of the "natives" pro
 voked unsettling doubts about the propriety of the most inno
 cent actions. The peasant who had become a Polish Falcon or a
 Son of Italy, in his own view, was acting as an American; this
 was not a step he could have taken at home. To subscribe to a
 newspaper was the act of a citizen of the New World, not of the
 Old, even if the journal was one of the thousand published by
 1920 in languages other than English. When the immigrants
 heard their societies and their press described as un-American
 they could only conclude that they had somehow become in
 volved in an existence that belonged neither in the old land nor
 in the new.

 Yet the road of conformity was also barred to them. There
 were matters in which they wished to be like others, undistin
 guished from anyone else, but they never hit upon the means of
 becoming so. There was no pride in the surname, which in Eu
 rope had been little used, and many a new arrival was willing
 enough to make a change, suitable to the new country. But Au
 gust Bj?rkegren was not much better off when he called himself
 Burke, nor the Blumberg who became Kelly. The Lithuanians
 and Slovenes who moved into the Pennsylvania mining fields
 often endowed themselves with nomenclature of the older set
 tlers, of the Irish and Italians there before them. In truth, these

 people found it difficult to know what were the "American"
 forms they were expected to take on.

 What they did know was that they had not succeeded, that
 they had not established themselves to the extent that they
 could expect to be treated as if they belonged where they were.

 If he was an alien, and poor, and in many ways helpless, still
 he was human, and it rankled when his dignity as a person was
 disregarded. He felt an undertone of acrimony in every contact
 with an official. Men in uniform always found him unworthy
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 of respect; the bullying police made capital of his fear of the
 law; the postmen made sport of the foreign writing on his let
 ters; the streetcar conductors laughed at his groping requests
 for directions. Always he was patronized as an object of charity,
 or almost so.

 His particular enemies were the officials charged with his
 special oversight. When misfortune drove him to seek assis
 tance or when government regulations brought them to inspect
 his home, he encountered the social workers, made ruthless in
 the disregard of his sentiments by the certainty of their own
 benevolent intensions. Confident of their personal and social
 superiority and armed with the ideology of the sociologists
 who had trained them, the emissaries of the public and private
 agencies were bent on improving the immigrant to a point at
 which he would no longer recognize himself.

 The man who had dealings with the social workers was of
 ten sullen and uncooperative; he disliked the necessity of be
 coming a case, of revealing his dependence to strangers. He
 was also suspicious, feared there would be no understanding of
 his own way of life or of his problems; and he was resentful, be
 cause the powerful outsiders were judging him by superficial
 standards of their own. The starched young gentleman from
 the settlement house took stock from the middle of the kitchen.

 Were there framed pictures on the walls? Was there a piano,
 books? He made a note for the report: This family is not yet
 Americanized; they are still eating Italian food.

 The services are valuable, but taking them is degrading. It is
 a fine thing to learn the language of the country; but one must
 be treated as a child to do so. We keep saying all the time, This is a
 desk, this is a door. I know it is a desk and a door. What for keep say
 ing it all the time? My teacher is a very nice young lady, very young.
 She does not understand what I want to talk about or know about.

 The most anguished conflicts come from the refusal of the
 immigrants to see the logic of their poverty. In the office it
 seems reasonable enough: people incapable of supporting
 themselves would be better off with someone to take care of
 them. It is more efficient to institutionalize the destitute than to

 allow them, with the aid of charity, to mismanage their homes.
 But the ignorant poor insist on clinging to their families,
 threaten suicide at the mention of the Society's refuge, or even
 of the hospital. What help the woman gets, she is still not satis
 fied. Back comes the ungrateful letter. I don't ask you to put me in
 a poorhouse where I have to cry for my children. I don't ask you to put
 them in a home and eat somebody else's bread. I can't live here without

 them. I am so sick for them. I could live at home and spare good eats
 for them. What good did you give me to send me to the poorhouse?
 You only want people to live like you but I will not listen to you no
 more.

 A few dedicated social workers, mostly women, learned to
 understand the values in the immigrants' own lives. In some
 states, as the second generation became prominent in politics,
 government agencies came to co-operate with and protect the
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 newcomers. But these were rare exceptions. They scarcely soft
 ened the rule experience everywhere taught the foreign-born,
 that they were expected to do what they could not do?to live
 like others.

 For the children it was not so difficult. They at least were
 natives and could learn how to conform; to them the settlement
 house was not always a threat, but sometimes an opportunity.
 Indeed they could adopt entire the assumption that national
 character was long since fixed, only seek for their own group a
 special place within it. Some justified their Americanism by
 discovery of a colonial past; within the educated second gener
 ation there began a tortuous quest for eighteenth-century an
 tecedents that might give them a portion in American civil
 ization in its narrower connotation. Others sought to gain a
 sense of participation by separating themselves from later or
 lower elements in the population; they became involved in ag
 itation against the Orientals, the Negroes, and the newest im

 migrants, as if thus to draw closer to the truly native. Either
 course implied a rejection of their parents who had themselves
 once been green off the boat and could boast of no New World
 antecedents.

 The old folk knew then they would not come to belong, not
 through their own experience nor through their offspring. The
 only adjustment they had been able to make to life in the
 United States had been one that involved the separateness of
 their group, one that increased their awareness of the differ
 ences between themselves and the rest of the society. In that ad
 justment they had always suffered from the consciousness they

 were strangers. The demand that they assimilate, that they sur
 render their separateness, condemned them always to be out
 siders. In practice, the free structure of American life permitted
 them with few restraints to go their own way, but under the
 shadow of a consciousness that they would never belong. They
 had thus completed their alienation from the culture to which
 they had come, as from that which they had left.

 race/ethnicity vol. i/no. i 16

This content downloaded from 
�������������149.10.125.20 on Thu, 24 Feb 2022 17:54:00 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms


