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Americanisation Now and Then: the ͚nation of immigrants͛ iŶ the eaƌlǇ twentieth 

and twenty-first centuries 

 

…We͛ll take steps to deal ƌespoŶsiďlǇ ǁith the ŵillioŶs of uŶdoĐuŵeŶted 

immigrants who already live in our country. . . . even as we focus on 

deporting criminals, the fact is, millions of immigrants in every state, of every 

race and nationality still live heƌe illegallǇ. AŶd let͛s ďe hoŶest—tracking 

doǁŶ, ƌouŶdiŶg up, aŶd depoƌtiŶg ŵillioŶs of people isŶ͛t ƌealistiĐ. AŶǇoŶe 

ǁho suggests otheƌǁise isŶ͛t ďeiŶg stƌaight ǁith Ǉou. It’s also Ŷot who we are 

as Americans. After all, most of these immigrants have been here a long time. 

They work hard, often in tough, low-paying jobs. They support their families; 

they worship at our churches. Many of their kids are American-born or spent 

most of their lives here, and their hopes, dreams, and patriotism are just like 

ours. As my predecessor, President Bush, once put it:͟ they are part of 

AŵeƌiĐaŶ life.͟1 

Thus spoke President Obama in November 2014, announcing long-awaited action on 

immigration reform in which he—typically—sought to reconcile familiar Republican 

fears about illegal immigration with more liberal views, voiced in the language of 

pragmatic economic and humanitarian considerations.2 Promising to lift the threat of 

                                                        
1 President Obama, The White House, ͚‘eŵaƌks ďǇ the PƌesideŶt,͛ ϮϬ Noǀeŵďeƌ 
2014. Emphasis added. 
2 This was executive action; having explained his frustration with Republican leaders 

in the House who refused to co-operate in the passing of a bi-partisan bill on 

iŵŵigƌatioŶ ƌefoƌŵ, PƌesideŶt Oďaŵa asseƌted his ͚legal authoƌitǇ . . . as PƌesideŶt͛ 
to ͚help ŵake ouƌ iŵŵigƌatioŶ sǇsteŵ ŵoƌe faiƌ aŶd ŵoƌe just.͛ Iďid. Daǀid CisŶeƌos 
eǆplaiŶs the ďaĐkgƌouŶd of the failed ϮϬϭϯ ďill iŶ ͚A NatioŶ of Iŵŵigrants and a 

NatioŶ of Laǁs,͛ ϯ; the ŵiǆiŶg of liďeƌal aŶd ĐoŶseƌǀatiǀe tƌopes iŶ Oďaŵa͛s 
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deportation that had blighted the lives of undocumented migrants for decades, the 

President offered those who had been in the U.S. for more than five years the 

oppoƌtuŶitǇ to ͚staǇ iŶ the ĐouŶtƌǇ teŵpoƌaƌilǇ͛ aŶd ͚get ƌight ǁith the laǁ.͛3 As part 

of his discursive ploy to placate both conservative and liberal critics of his 

immigration record to date, the President made the undocumented migrants out to 

be, for all other intents and purposes, Americans already: hard working, God-fearing, 

patriotic breadwinners, like the immigrants of old.4 He counted himself in the lineage 

of deserving newcomers of goldeŶ oldeŶ daǇs: ͚MillioŶs of us, ŵǇself iŶĐluded, go 

back generations in this country, with ancestors who put in the painstaking work to 

ďeĐoŵe ĐitizeŶs. “o ǁe doŶ͛t like the ŶotioŶ that aŶǇoŶe ŵight get a fƌee pass to 

AŵeƌiĐaŶ ĐitizeŶship.͛5 In adopting, for that passage of the speech, the mask of a 

white Republican, Obama subtly reminded his audience of the white American 

credentials his mixed African/American heritage bestows him with, and which sets 

him apart from African American descendants of slaves. Media reporting in the U.K. 

and U.S. failed to note this, however, and focused instead on the PƌesideŶt͛s appeal 

to American identity and values in his decision to defer deportation of illegal 

immigrants: ´it͛s Ŷot ǁho ǁe aƌe as Americans . . . we were strangers once, too.͛  

And this was significant too, because the iŶĐlusiǀe ͚ǁe͛ that hiŶted at the PƌesideŶt͛s 

own recent (African) and more distant (white Mid Western) immigrant descent, was 

                                                        

immigration discourse is insightfully analysed in Margaret E. Dorsey and Miguel Díaz-

Baƌƌiga͛s ͚“eŶatoƌ BaƌaĐk Oďaŵa aŶd IŵŵigƌatioŶ ‘efoƌŵ.͛  
3 Ibid. 
4 Oƌ like the Ŷeǁ Ŷeoliďeƌal suďjeĐts Daǀid CisŶeƌos desĐƌiďes, ǁho aƌe ͚pƌoduĐed 
through discourses about values, competence, hard work, and respectability—all of 

ǁhiĐh ďeĐoŵe iŶdeǆed to ǁhiteŶess.͛ CisŶeƌos, ͚A NatioŶ of IŵŵigƌaŶts,͛ ϱ. 
5 Oďaŵa, ͚‘eŵaƌks ďǇ the PƌesideŶt,͛ Ŷ.p. 
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a departure from a more familiar Presidential discourse of ͚us͛ aŶd ͚theŵ,͛ iŶǀokiŶg a 

residual nativism or merely a fear of the foreign.  

Third however, even as he distanced himself from his predecessor in a conciliatory 

appƌoaĐh to ͚uŶlaǁful͛ iŵŵigƌaŶts aŶd iŶ his appeal to ͚ǁho ǁe aƌe,͛ Obama also 

strategically invoked the ghost of George W. Bush to placate immigration hawks in 

both parties.6  Whereas Bush͛s policies on immigration notoriously included a 

strengthening of border patrol and the building of a 670 mile fence to deter migrants 

crossing from Mexico, Obama quoted him to lend credence to his own gospel of 

diversity and inclusivity.7 IŶdeed, PƌesideŶt Oďaŵa͛s ĐlosiŶg seŶtiŵeŶt, ͛MǇ felloǁ 

Americans, we are and always ǁill ďe a ŶatioŶ of iŵŵigƌaŶts,͚ epitomised the 

paradox of AŵeƌiĐaŶ ŶatioŶal ideŶtitǇ ;͚felloǁ AŵeƌiĐaŶs͛/͛ŶatioŶ of iŵŵigƌaŶts͛Ϳ 

and the contradictions of bipartisan discourse on immigration that is this essaǇ͛s 

central conundrum. It echoed the programmatic opening line of a 2008 report from 

the Task Force on New Americans to President George W. Bush: ͚The UŶited “tates 

has been since its founding, and continues to be, a nation of immigrants,͛ which 

pƌoposed a ǀeƌǇ diffeƌeŶt iŵŵigƌatioŶ ageŶda fƌoŵ that outliŶed iŶ Oďaŵa͛s 

speech.8 The Task Force had been charged by the President to design a policy for the 

                                                        
6 We ǁould ďe ŵistakeŶ to thiŶk Oďaŵa͛s EǆeĐutiǀe Oƌdeƌ tǇpifies a ƌeǀeƌsal of his 
pƌedeĐessoƌ͛s iŵŵigƌatioŶ poliĐǇ. DoƌseǇ aŶd Díaz-Barriga note his conservative 

eŵphasis oŶ ͚earned ĐitizeŶship,͛ aŶd ǁƌite ͚his ƌhetoƌiĐ looks like that of President 

Bush.͛ DoƌseǇ aŶd Díaz-Barriga, 97. Cisneros goes further and explains that, partly by 

means of devolving immigration control to states and local programmes such as 

“eĐuƌe CoŵŵuŶities, Oďaŵa͛s ͚ƌepƌeseŶts oŶe of the stƌiĐtest eŶfoƌĐeŵeŶt ƌegimes 

in decades, including record numbers of deportations, more Border Control 

personnel, heightened use of surveillance technologies, and increased fence 

ĐoŶstƌuĐtioŶ.͛ CisŶeƌos,͛ A NatioŶ of IŵŵigƌaŶts,͛ ϯ. 
7 PƌesideŶt Bush, ͚CoŵpƌeheŶsiǀe IŵŵigƌatioŶ ‘efoƌŵ,͛ JuŶe Ϯϲ ϮϬϬϳ. 
8 U.S. Department of Homeland Security, Building an Americanization Movement for 

the Twenty First Century, 1. The Report is now available in summary form on the U.S. 
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DepaƌtŵeŶt of HoŵelaŶd “eĐuƌitǇ ͚to help legal iŵŵigƌaŶts eŵďƌaĐe the ĐoŵŵoŶ 

core of American civic culture, learn our common language, and fully become 

AŵeƌiĐaŶs.͛9 Not concerned then with ͚illegal,͛ but with legal immigrants to the 

United States, the Report remains a startling document in that it expresses the Bush 

adŵiŶistƌatioŶ͛s concern about the purported un-Americanness of recent legal 

newcomers; by example of the now almost forgotten Americanisation movement of 

a century before, the ƌeŵedǇ it pƌoposes is ͚AŵeƌiĐaŶization for the 21st ĐeŶtuƌǇ.͛10   

 

Where Obama thus conceived of undocumented migrants as Americans in vitro—

work ethic, family values, regular religious worship and all—Bush saw even legal 

immigrants as unwilling or unable-to-integrate outsideƌs, iŶ Ŷeed of ͚help͛ to adopt 

or adapt to the American way. Both presidents, however, strategically deployed the 

idea that ͚ǁe aƌe aŶd alǁaǇs haǀe ďeeŶ a ŶatioŶ of iŵŵigƌaŶts͛ to legitiŵise their 

respective stances on immigration reform. That they could do so unchallenged and 

                                                        

government website, http://www.uscis.gov/archive/archive-news/fact-sheet-

building-americanization-movement-21st-century-report-president-united-states-

task-force-new-americans; a PDF of the full text can still be found in the archive on 

www.uscis.gov. 
9 Ibid., iv. The Report was the result of 2 years of consultation and historiographical 

research and involved a wide range of organisations and interest groups from across 

the political spectrum. Its status today is unclear; published after the election of 

Barack Obama, the Report became irrelevant as soon as it appeared—which is not to 

say that it may not be brought to life again should a Republican be elected President 

in 2016. 
10 Space does not permit a detailed comparison between the twentieth century 

campaign and this proposal for Americanisation in the twenty-first. That there ever 

was a concerted, top-down, nation-wide programme for Americanisation of new 

immigrants is today known only by specialists such as immigration historians and 

social scientists. Media and political discourse routinely ignore it and refer to 

͚AŵeƌiĐaŶisatioŶ͛ as aŶ oƌgaŶiĐ, iŶeǀitaďle process of immigrant adaptation to life in 

the U.“., paƌt of the ŶatioŶ͛s stoƌǇ of pƌogƌess oǀeƌ the tǁeŶtieth ĐeŶtuƌǇ. 

http://www.uscis.gov/archive/archive-news/fact-sheet-building-americanization-movement-21st-century-report-president-united-states-task-force-new-americans
http://www.uscis.gov/archive/archive-news/fact-sheet-building-americanization-movement-21st-century-report-president-united-states-task-force-new-americans
http://www.uscis.gov/archive/archive-news/fact-sheet-building-americanization-movement-21st-century-report-president-united-states-task-force-new-americans
http://www.uscis.gov/
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with equal conviction raises all sorts of questions about the cross-party appeal of the 

͚ŶatioŶ of iŵŵigƌaŶts͛ rhetoric, its ability to embrace constituencies of Americans 

with conflicting stances on immigration, and last not least its accuracy as a descriptor 

of American national identity. What does the now apparently consensual idea that 

the U.S. is ͚a ŶatioŶ of iŵŵigƌaŶts͛ saǇ aďout ĐoŶteŵpoƌaƌǇ AŵeƌiĐaŶ ideŶtitǇ? What 

does it say about American immigration and its troubled history, for that matter? 

Where did the concept originate and how does it inform, or necessitate (as it did, 

according to the Bush Task Force) Americanisation initiatives, old and new? Or 

simply: what gets lost, and what is found when Presidents represent the U.S. as a 

nation consisting of immigrants?  

 

The answer to these questions is not straightforward, because we are concerned 

discourses that purport to address a national identity in the very act of creating it as 

an ideological entity. In order to reveal the contradictions disguised by the notion of 

the ͚ŶatioŶ of iŵŵigƌaŶts,͛ it is my aim first to deconstruct its rhetorical power and 

then to trace how the official discourse of American nationhood changed from  

͚ϭϬϬ% AŵeƌiĐaŶisŵ͛ in 1915 to ͚a ŶatioŶ of iŵŵigƌaŶts͛ a century later, with 

apparently equal self-evidence. Then, it is also my task to investigate what hides, 

unofficially, behind those banners of a homogeneous nationalism on one hand, and 

unity in ethnic diversity on the other. I am thus concerned to analyse Presidential 

discourse as it seeks to endorse policies legitimising immigrants as potential true 

Americans, whilst disavowing the cultural difference they bring with them, whether 

they be Theodoƌe ‘ooseǀelt͛s AŵeƌiĐaŶisation movement, echoed in the report of 

G.W. Bush͛s Task FoƌĐe, or Presidentially sanctioned legal measures to redeem the 
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deserving illegal iŵŵigƌaŶt, as iŶ Oďaŵa͛s eǆeĐutiǀe aĐtioŶ of November 2014.11 But 

I am also interested in what happens to cultural differences in the processes of 

Americanisation and ethnicisation in everyday life, through public schooling, 

employment, trade unionism and civic engagement before World War II, and 

through expansion of higher education and exposure to American media and the 

culture of consumption after it.12 Praxis may well conflict with principle, after all. My 

hypothesis throughout is that, contrary to appearances and in light of its factual 

inaccuracy, todaǇ͛s ͚ŶatioŶ of iŵŵigƌaŶts͛ is the paradoxical product of twentieth 

century Americanisation, and has its origin not in ethnic pride but in immigrant 

shame—and racist exclusion. 

 

The trouble with ͚a ŶatioŶ of iŵŵigraŶts͛ 

 

Inclusive in its implication of ethnic diversity and affirming—or so it seems—the 

U.S.͛s exceptional status as a refuge for all,  ͚we are a nation of immigrants͛ has 

become so familiar a slogan that the ideological work it continues to do has long 

since become obscured by the stateŵeŶt͛s prima facie truth. For who would deny, in 

a country that owes its very identity, its raisoŶ d’être even, to DIY settlement and 

                                                        
11 I am not concerned here with ostensible diversification measures such as the Title 

IX Ethnic Heritage Studies Program, passed by Congress in 1974 in response to a long 

ĐaŵpaigŶ ďǇ ethŶiĐ aĐtiǀists. “ee foƌ this histoƌǇ Jaŵes AŶdeƌsoŶ, ͚The EǀolutioŶ aŶd 
Pƌoďaďle Futuƌe of EthŶiĐ Heƌitage “tudies,͛ http://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED184964 
12 Rudy Vecoli saw a similar dynamic at work in the 1980s, when he wrote that the 

͚ƌetuƌŶ to the ŵeltiŶg Pot,͛ ǁhiĐh had staƌted to appeaƌ iŶ ‘eagaŶite puďliĐ ƌhetoƌiĐ, 
͚ought Ŷot to ďe ŵistakeŶ ǁith the uŶdeƌlǇiŶg soĐial ƌealitǇ of ethŶiĐ diǀeƌsitǇ aŶd 
ŵultiĐultuƌalisŵ.͛ ‘udolph J. VeĐoli, ͛‘etuƌŶ to the MeltiŶg Pot: EthŶiĐitǇ iŶ the 
UŶited “tates iŶ the Eighties,͛ϭϳ. “ee foƌ the pƌoĐess of AŵeƌiĐaŶisatioŶ as ĐoŶĐeiǀed 
of ĐoŶteŵpoƌaŶeouslǇ Gƌoǀeƌ G. HueďŶeƌ, ͚The AŵeƌiĐaŶizatioŶ of the IŵŵigƌaŶt.͛ 
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governance (call it conquest), that Americans came from somewhere else, that they 

͚were strangers once, too?´13 Reflection, however, shows this ostensibly innocuous 

idea to be a self-serving fiction. “tƌaŶgeƌs to ǁhoŵ? ͚IŵŵigƌaŶts͛ to ǁhat ŶatioŶ, 

state, or polity? Are the descendants of Native Americans ͚iŵŵigƌaŶts͛? Are those 

inhabitants of the South West whose Mexican ancestors had their lands annexed in 

the nineteenth century and subsequently became U.S. citizens by default, 

͚iŵŵigƌaŶts͛? Are the children generations removed from those who were brought 

from Africa to America in shackles, oŶ slaǀe ships, ĐeŶtuƌies ago, ͚iŵŵigƌaŶts͛?14 And 

were they the kind of strangers who, as President Obama put it in his 2014 

immigration reform speech,  were ͚ǁelĐoŵed . . . iŶ and taught . . . that to be an 

American is something more than what we look like͛?15 Notwithstanding the 

PƌesideŶt͛s Đleaƌ allusioŶ to ƌaĐial diffeƌeŶĐe iŶ this last phƌase aŶd his poiŶted 

inclusion of himself iŶ the ŶatioŶal ͚ǁe͛ as the soŶ of aŶ African immigrant now, the 

idea of AfƌiĐaŶ AŵeƌiĐaŶs as eƌstǁhile ͛iŵŵigƌaŶts͛ oƌ ͚stƌaŶgeƌs͛ ǁho ǁeƌe 

͚ǁelĐoŵed͛ aŶd ͚taught͛ aŶǇthiŶg otheƌ thaŶ theiƌ iŶŶate aŶd iŶdeliďle iŶfeƌioƌitǇ is 

preposterous.16 And it is more so coming from an African American President:  

                                                        

13 Oďaŵa, ͚‘eŵaƌks,͛Ŷ.p.  
14 Roger Daniels argues in his well-known history of American immigration that 

AfƌiĐaŶs ĐaŶ aŶd iŶdeed should ďe ƌegaƌded as ͚iŵŵigƌaŶts,͛ oŶ the gƌouŶds that 
doing so would merge the history of slavery and the African diaspora with 

immigration history to mutual benefit. Although I accept his reasoning, to advocate 

ƌeĐogŶitioŶ of slaǀes as ͚iŵŵigƌaŶts͛ as a ĐoŶditioŶ foƌ ďetteƌ iŶtegƌated 
historiography is to sacrifice the political importance of the distinction between 

forced migration and that of free labour. See Daniels, Coming to America, 54-5.  
15 Oďaŵa, ͚‘eŵaƌks ďǇ the PƌesideŶt,͛ Ŷ.p. 
16 The issue is complicated and potentially doubly offensive to African Americans 

because most of them, including Michelle Obama, can lay claim to slave ancestry 

whereas he caŶŶot. IŶdeed, duƌiŶg his ϮϬϬϳ eleĐtioŶ ĐaŵpaigŶ Oďaŵa͛s ĐƌediďilitǇ 
problems were not confined to the Republican Right (who demanded he produce his 

birth certificate to prove his American citizenship) but were also a concern among 
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Obama uttered these words the same week the people of Ferguson, Missouri, 

marched in protest against the police killing of Michael Brown, the state of 

emergency having been declared just three days before. And so, even as the 

President tried to represent his pardon to undocumented migrants as part of a 

national narrative of inclusivity and racial diversity—or rather: precisely because this 

President sought to do so, the ƌaĐist Ŷatuƌe of the ͚ŶatioŶ of iŵŵigƌaŶts͛ shiďďoleth 

was revealed. Exclusion of Native, erstwhile South Western Mexican and African 

Americans from the polity and the history of ͚the ŶatioŶ of iŵŵigƌaŶts͛ speaks 

volumes about the on-going erasure in public discourse of indigenous existence on 

U.S. soil, of slavery and Jim Crow, of the ǀioleŶt ͚settleŵeŶt͛ of the West and of the 

current crisis for African Americans incarcerated in, what Angela Davis has termed, 

the ͚pƌisoŶ-iŶdustƌial Đoŵpleǆ͛.17 Even if it is the most important, this is only one 

aspeĐt of the tƌouďle ǁith ͚a ŶatioŶ of iŵŵigƌaŶts.͛ 

For, if one wants to invoke the American history of immigration that goes back to the 

ŶatioŶ͛s fouŶdiŶg, theŶ ǁe Đould just as ǁell speak of a ͚ŶatioŶ of Ŷatiǀists.͛ As 

Edward Hartmann wrote in his 1948 history of the Americanisation movement,  

it takes its place along side [sic] those other manifestations of American 

distrust and discontent with their new neighbors,—the nativism of the 

1830͛s, the Know- Nothingism of the 1850͛s, the A[merican] P[rotective] 

                                                        

African Americans who had battled through the Civil Rights era, because of what 

theǇ saǁ as his shalloǁ gƌouŶdiŶg iŶ BlaĐk histoƌǇ aŶd aĐtiǀisŵ. “ee Lauƌet, ͚Hoǁ to 
‘ead MiĐhelle Oďaŵa.͛  
17 AŶgela Daǀis, ͚Masked ‘aĐisŵ,͛ Ŷ.p.  
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A[ssociation]-isŵ of the ϭϴϵϬ͛s, the Ku Kluǆ KlaŶisŵ of the ϭϵϮϬ͛s aŶd the 

immigration restrictionism of the first quarter of the twentieth century18 

 through to the Minutemen patrolling the Southern border now.  

Finally, whether fourth, fifth, and tenth generation Americans can still, in any way, 

ĐoŶsideƌ theŵselǀes ͛iŵŵigƌaŶts͛ is a question that needs asking too: if they can, 

then a great many countries in the world today would be entitled to call themselves 

͚ŶatioŶs of iŵŵigƌaŶts͛ as well, and the exceptionalist premise which is so deeply 

ingrained in American political rhetoric would be exposed for the ideological spin 

that it is.  

 

The idea is thus fatally flawed as a definition of American national identity, and it is 

flagrantly a-historical to boot. If many Americans today see themselves as in some 

ǁaǇ ͚ethŶiĐ͛ aŶd ideŶtifǇ ǁith ;soŵe pƌiǀileged paƌt ofͿ theiƌ foƌeďeaƌs͛ iŵŵigƌaŶt 

legacy (Irish Chinese Italian Polish Greek Jewish, or indeed ͚African͛) it is worth 

remembering that their grandparents and great-grandparents would have been 

mortified to do the same. For, only a hundred years ago and until well into the 

1960s, the United States emphatically identified itself as a nation of Americans, and 

pƌoud to ďe so. ͚Theƌe ĐaŶ ďe Ŷo ϱϬ/ϱϬ AŵeƌiĐaŶisŵ iŶ this country. There is room 

heƌe foƌ oŶlǇ ϭϬϬ peƌĐeŶt AŵeƌiĐaŶisŵ,͛ Theodoƌe ‘ooseǀelt faŵouslǇ deĐlaƌed iŶ 

1915 in his speech to the Knights of Columbus. ͚Theƌe is Ŷo suĐh thiŶg as a 

hǇpheŶated AŵeƌiĐaŶ ǁho is a good AŵeƌiĐaŶ,͛ he ĐoŶtiŶued. ͚The oŶlǇ ŵaŶ ǁho is 

a good American is the man who is an American and nothing else.͛19  The idea that 

                                                        
18 Edward George Hartmann, The Movement to Americanize the Immigrant, 7. 
19  ItaliĐs added. Foƌŵeƌ PƌesideŶt Theodoƌe ‘ooseǀelt, ͚AŵeƌiĐaŶisŵ.͛ 
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the U.“. is a ͚ŶatioŶ of iŵŵigƌaŶts͛ thus represents a 180 degree turn from 

Rooseǀelt͛s positioŶ aŶd that of American presidents before and after him, up until 

the mid-twentieth century. It is, contrary to what is commonly thought and despite 

the rhetorical aplomb of Bush aŶd Oďaŵa͛s speeĐhwriters, quite new. Introduced in 

a pamphlet written by John F. Kennedy in 1958, when he was a young and thrusting 

Massachusetts senator, the ͚ŶatioŶ of iŵŵigƌaŶts͛ gained currency as an emblem of 

national identity only in August 1963, when the New York Times Magazine published 

an article of that title in support of liberalisatioŶ of the U.“.͛s then very restrictive 

immigration quota system.  

Kennedy argued in ͚A Nation of Immigrants͛ that  the National Origins Act of 1924, 

which had reduced wave upon immigration wave around the turn of the twentieth 

century to a mere trickle, had stopped America from living up to the promise of 

Eŵŵa Lazaƌus͛ ǁoƌds oŶ the “tatue of LiďeƌtǇ, ͚Giǀe us Ǉouƌ pooƌ, Ǉouƌ tiƌed, Ǉouƌ 

huddled masses.͛ Instead, that offer of universal refuge by mid-century had been so 

watered down as to have become fatally compromised, so that immigrants were 

welcome in the U.S. now only ͚as loŶg as theǇ Đoŵe fƌoŵ NoƌtheƌŶ Euƌope, aƌe Ŷot 

too tired or too poor or slightly ill, never stole a loaf of bread, never joined any 

questionable organization, and can document their activities for the past two  

Years.͛20 In his sarcasm about how the 1924 immigration law had betrayed AmeriĐa͛s 

promise, Kennedy criticised the xenophobia of his own day and the paranoia of 

recent McCarthyism ;͚ƋuestioŶaďle oƌgaŶizatioŶ,͛ ͚doĐuŵeŶt aĐtiǀities foƌ the past 

tǁo Ǉeaƌs͛Ϳ. Unmistakably however, he also satirised early twentieth century nativist 

                                                        
20 italics added. John F. Kennedy, New York Times Magazine (August 4, 1963), 205. 

Extract from John Fitzgerald Kennedy, A Nation of Immigrants. 
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discourse ;͚as loŶg as theǇ Đoŵe fƌoŵ NoƌtheƌŶ Euƌope͛Ϳ and the campaign to 

Americanise ͚the foƌeigŶ eleŵeŶt,͛ as iŵŵigƌaŶts ǁeƌe ƌefeƌƌed to theŶ, which grew 

up in response to it ;͚too tiƌed, too pooƌ, oƌ slightlǇ ill͛Ϳ. For, although the 

Americanisation movement had originally emerged from the settlement houses and 

had sought to counter nativist arguments for immigration restriction in the 1910s 

and 20s, the eugenicist view that the new immigrants were of inferior stock to that 

of the Northern Europeans who had preceded them, informed its widespread 

campaign to assimilate the newcomers nonetheless. By 1958 however that coercive 

and eugenicist rhetoric had lost credibility, and so Kennedy could argue that a new 

iŵŵigƌatioŶ poliĐǇ should ďe ͚geŶeƌous, it should be fair; it should be flexible.͛ Like 

Obama recently, Senator and would-be President Kennedy also included his own 

history as a descendant of Irish immigrants in his arguments for drastic reform of the 

NatioŶal OƌigiŶs AĐt aŶd Đoŵŵeŵoƌated ͚ǁaǀes of hostilitǇ, diƌeĐted espeĐiallǇ at 

the Irish, who, as Catholics, were ƌegaƌded as aŶ alieŶ ĐoŶspiƌaĐǇ͛ iŶ his ďook.21 

Following hot on the heels of his well-publicised visit to Ireland in June of 1963, 

where he was greeted as a national hero, Kennedy͛s article in the New York Times 

could then conclude with a rousing call to immigration reform as also a moral 

                                                        
21 Kennedy, A Nation of Immigrants, 102-3. Anti-Catholicism has deep roots in 

AŵeƌiĐaŶ Ŷatiǀisŵ; see foƌ eǆaŵple A. Cheƌee CaƌlsoŶ, ͚The ‘hetoƌiĐ of the KŶoǁ-

NothiŶg PaƌtǇ;͛ Geoƌge H. HaǇŶes, ͚The Causes of KŶoǁ-Nothing Success in 

MassaĐhusetts;͛ JohŶ Highaŵ͛s ĐlassiĐ Strangers in the Land; Bruce Levine, 

Conservatism, Nativism, and Slavery: Thomas R. Whitney and the Origins of the 

Know-NothiŶg PaƌtǇ;͛ “teǀeŶ TaǇloƌ, ͚Pƌogƌessiǀe Natiǀisŵ: The KŶoǁ-Nothing Party 

iŶ MassaĐhusetts.͛  
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mission: ͚With such a policy we could turn to the world with clean hands and a clean 

conscience.͛22  

 

This new policy would be the 1965 Immigration and Nationality Act, also known as 

Hart-Celler, which abolished immigration quota based on nationality and removed 

the taint of immigration restriction-through-selection that had originated in the 

͚scientific͛ racism of the early twentieth century. Kennedy felt, in arguing for 

immigration reform, that such selection ill-served the United States in a post war 

economy that was increasingly based on innovations in science and technology. 

Instead of a quota system based on national origins (which privileged the historically 

dominant countries of emigration from Northern Europe, such as England, Scotland, 

Ireland, Germany, the Netherlands, Finland and Scandinavia) he proposed an 

iŵŵigƌatioŶ poliĐǇ that pƌioƌitised faŵilǇ ƌeuŶifiĐatioŶ aŶd ͚the skills of the 

iŵŵigƌaŶt aŶd theiƌ ƌelatioŶship to ouƌ Ŷeed.͛ ;ϭϱϬͿ The ͚ĐleaŶ haŶds,͛ of Đouƌse, 

also reveal KeŶŶedǇ͛s Cold Waƌ ageŶda, ǁhiĐh ƌeƋuiƌed that the U.“. ďe seeŶ as a 

fƌee ĐouŶtƌǇ, uŶlike the U.“.“.‘., defiŶed ďǇ the pƌoŵise of ͚liďeƌtǇ aŶd justiĐe foƌ all͛ 

and open to all comers.23 

                                                        
22 KeŶŶedǇ, ͚A NatioŶ of IŵŵigƌaŶts,͛ ϮϬϱ. “ee foƌ KeŶŶedǇ͛s seǀeƌal ǀisits to IƌelaŶd 
aŶd his faŵilǇ ĐoŶŶeĐtioŶs theƌe “Ǉlǀia Ellis, ͚The HistoƌiĐal “igŶifiĐaŶĐe of PƌesideŶt 
KeŶŶedǇ͛s Visit to IƌelaŶd iŶ JuŶe ϭϵϲϯ.͛ I aŵ sĐeptiĐal aďout the idea that KeŶŶedǇ͛s 
peƌsoŶal ĐoŶŶeĐtioŶ ǁith his ͚ĐousiŶs͛ iŶ IƌelaŶd ;ďoth liteƌal aŶd ŶotͿ ǁas a ŵajoƌ 
factor in the introduction of new immigration legislation. His initiatives in liberalising 

immigration as a Senator and then as President were unsuccessful and the file of his 

speeches on immigration in the John F. Kennedy Presidential Library and Museum is 

slight. See http://www.jfklibrary.org/Asset-Viewer/Archives/JFKCAMP1960-1061-

021.aspx Any reputation for immigration law reform connected with the Kennedy 

name was earned later, by his brother Senator Edward Kennedy. 
23 Task Force on New Americans, Building an Americanization Movement for the 

Twenty First Century, 1. 

http://www.jfklibrary.org/Asset-Viewer/Archives/JFKCAMP1960-1061-021.aspx
http://www.jfklibrary.org/Asset-Viewer/Archives/JFKCAMP1960-1061-021.aspx
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A combination of equality motivations, partly based on historic guilt that the U.S. 

had Ŷot adŵitted eŶough of Euƌope͛s Jeǁs duƌiŶg aŶd afteƌ W.W.II, and partly 

fostered by the Civil Rights Movement, as well as Cold War imperatives thus 

impelled the Senator and President to liberalise immigration law. 24 He wanted 

immigration reformed in oƌdeƌ that it ͚seƌǀe[s] the national interest and reflect[s] in 

every detail the principles of equality and human dignity to which our nation 

subscribes,͛ and he made a specific—and historic—plea that the eǆistiŶg ͚speĐial 

discriminatory formula to regulate the immigration of persons . . . . [from] the Asia-

PaĐifiĐ TƌiaŶgle͛ ďe ƌepealed ;ϭ49; 152).25  

Whateǀeƌ JFK͛s iŶtentions, however, the effect of the new Immigration and 

Nationality Act far exceeded what he (and President Johnson, who signed it into law 

in 1965) had had in mind and caused problems of inequality and injustice even as it 

solved those of Asian exclusion and racial quota.26 Eithne Luibheid has lucidly 

                                                        
24 This sense of historic guilt had no doubt been strengthened by the Anti-

defaŵatioŶ League aŶd B͛Ŷai B͛ƌith͛s appeal to the ǇouŶg JFK, ǁhiĐh puƌpoƌtedlǇ 
instigated the writing of A Nation of Immigrants. Ira Mehlmann makes this 

interesting point in ͚JohŶ F. KeŶŶedǇ aŶd IŵŵigƌatioŶ ‘efoƌŵ.͛  
25 This ǀieǁ ǁas Ŷot Ŷeǁ aŶd Ŷeitheƌ ǁas KeŶŶedǇ͛s JulǇ ϭϵϲϯ legislatiǀe iŶitiatiǀe 
unprecedented. If anything, it came rather late in the Presidency; in 1952 President 

Truman had unsuccessfully tried to veto the McCarran-Walter Act (which updated 

ďut esseŶtiallǇ ŵaiŶtaiŶed the ϭϵϮϰ NatioŶal OƌigiŶs AĐtͿ ŶotiŶg the ͚aďsuƌditǇ, the 
cruelty of carrying over into this year of 1952 the isolationist limitations of the 1924 

laǁ.͛ President Truman, cited by Center for Immigration Studies (anonymous 

authoƌͿ, ͚Thƌee DeĐades of Mass IŵŵigƌatioŶ: The LegaĐǇ of the ϭϵϲϱ IŵŵigƌatioŶ 
AĐt.͛   
26 Notoriously, President Lyndon B. Johnson remarked on signing the new Act into 

laǁ oŶ ϯ OĐtoďeƌ ϭϵϲϱ: ͚This ďill ǁe sigŶ todaǇ is Ŷot a ƌeǀolutionary bill. It does not 

affect the lives of millions. It will not restructure the shape of our daily lives or add 

importantly to our wealth and power. . . . This bill says simply that from this day 

forth those wishing to emigrate to America shall be admitted on the basis of their 

skills aŶd theiƌ Đlose ƌelatioŶship to those alƌeadǇ heƌe.͛ IŶfaŵous ǁoƌds: the ϭϵϲϱ 
Act changed the face of America out of all recognition and decisively affected voter 
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explained, for example, that the current flow of ͚illegal iŵŵigƌatioŶ͛ (from Mexico 

principally, Latin America generally) was caused by the Hart-Celler Act because it 

imposed restrictions of skill and number on migrants from the Western hemisphere, 

who until 1965 had been exempt from such federal legislation. The law ͚led diƌeĐtlǇ 

to contemporary struggles faced by Mexicans in the United States todaǇ,͛ Luiďheid 

wrote in 1997; it thus caused the ĐuƌƌeŶt iŵpasse as ƌegaƌds so Đalled ͚illegal͛ 

Mexican and Latin@ workers. 27  

That Presidents Bush and Obama thus both spoke and continue to speak of a ͚ďƌokeŶ 

iŵŵigƌatioŶ sǇsteŵ͛ due to uŶdoĐuŵeŶted ŵigƌatioŶ aĐƌoss the “outheƌŶ ďoƌdeƌ is 

doubly ironic. First, the 1965 Act has forced what were formerly sojourners and 

seasonal workers to stay in the U.S., so that theiƌ ͚illegalitǇ͛ is aĐtuallǇ a ƌesult of the 

law changing, rather than a change in labour demand or migrant behaviour. 

Second—and more pertinent for our purposes: why would the U.S. pride itself on 

ďeiŶg a ͚ŶatioŶ of iŵŵigƌaŶts͛ if it peƌĐeiǀes itself at the saŵe tiŵe to ďe iŶ ;illegal 

and legal) immigration crisis? If Bush proposed an Americanisation movement for 

the twenty-first century, whilst Obama conceived of the deserving undocumented 

immigrant as a proto-American, a neo-liberal subject in his own image, then how are 

ǁe to uŶdeƌstaŶd the ƌelatioŶ ďetǁeeŶ ͚iŵŵigƌaŶts͛ aŶd ͚AŵeƌiĐaŶs,͛ iŶsideƌs aŶd 

outsiders to the national identity? 

 

                                                        

demographics over the next 50 years by creating what has ďeeŶ Đalled ͚the ďƌoǁŶiŶg 
of AŵeƌiĐa.͛ Edǁaƌd M. KeŶŶedǇ, ͚The IŵŵigƌatioŶ AĐt of ϭϵϲϱ,͛ 148. 
27 “ee Luiďheid, ͚The ϭϵϲϱ IŵŵigƌatioŶ aŶd NatioŶalitǇ AĐt: aŶ EŶd to EǆĐlusioŶ?͛  
509. 
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Again, these are complex questions which elicit paradoxical answers, as we shall see. 

The dynamic between political discourse and everyday praxis is hard to gauge, the 

more so because Americanisation in the early twentieth century, as a deliberate 

effort of nation-building for an industrial and urban society, not only impacted on 

immigrants but on the native-born as well.28 Similarly, when reaction against that 

earlier coercive Americanisation came in the 1970s with the rise of the so called 

͚white ethŶiĐs,͛ it ǁas the native-born two or more generations on, who asserted 

(rather than re-discovered) an ethnic difference they themselves had never really 

lived or been discriminated for—they could claim their Irishness (as former SDS 

leader Tom Hayden did) or their Italian roots or their Polish ancestry precisely 

because they were now secure enough in their white and mostly middle class 

American identities to do so.29 Both these phenomena were delayed effects of the 

Americanisation movement and they require further explanation if we are to 

uŶdeƌstaŶd the ŵoǀe fƌoŵ ͚a ŶatioŶ of AŵeƌiĐaŶs͛ to ͚a ŶatioŶ of iŵŵigƌaŶts͛ ďetteƌ 

than we do at present. In what follows I will suggest that, although the phrase ͚we 

are a ŶatioŶ of iŵŵigƌaŶts͛ is quite new, its anxious ideological burden (of creating 

unity from diversity, e pluribus unum in a modern sense) oƌigiŶates iŶ AŵeƌiĐa͛s fiƌst 

period of mass immigration from 1880 to 1920.30 More particularly it is the legacy of 

                                                        

28 IŶdeed, PƌesideŶt Bush͛s Task FoƌĐe of ϮϬϬϴ aiŵed at soŵethiŶg ƌatheƌ siŵilar 

ǁheŶ it Đalled upoŶ ͚iŵŵigƌaŶts aŶd Ŷatiǀe-ďoƌŶ alike͛ to ͚uphold aŶd pledge 
allegiance to foundational principles enshrined in the Declaration of Independence 

aŶd the CoŶstitutioŶ,͛ iŶ oƌdeƌ that ͚the UŶited “tates ƌeŵaiŶs a suĐĐessful ŶatioŶ.͛ 
Task Force for New Americans, Building an Americanization Movement for the 

Twenty-First Century, 1.  
29 Hayden serves as a case-study of white self-ethnicisation in Matthew Frye 

JaĐoďsoŶ͛s Roots Too: White Ethnic Revival in Post Civil Rights America. 
30 As Vecoli ƌeŵiŶds us, ͚e pluƌiďus uŶuŵ͛ oƌigiŶallǇ ƌefeƌƌed to the uŶioŶ of “tates 
that was formed at the time of the American Revolution from the 13 original 
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the Americanisation campaign at its most coercive and virulent, between World War 

I and the passing of the Johnson-Reed National Origins Act of 1924. I shall argue that, 

contrary to the long-held view that the Americanisation crusade was ͚uŶsuĐĐessful͛ 

aŶd ͚should ďe ƌelegated to the juŶkheap of histoƌǇ,͛ it in fact succeeded in setting a 

new standard of what it meant to be a good and true American for decades to come, 

even as it failed to stem the tide of nativism it was supposed to counter.31  

 

Americanisation: what was it?   

 

We need to return to the Americanisation movement of the first ‘ooseǀelt͛s tiŵe 

not only to understand the current salience of the ͚ŶatioŶ of iŵŵigƌaŶts͛ as an 

ideological formation, but also to appreciate its cross-party, nostalgic appeal to the 

daǇs of the ͚good͛ iŵŵigƌaŶt, which informs the current sense of crisis. Unlike 

todaǇ͛s ŵoŶoĐultuƌal, undereducated and overbreeding migrant who refuses to 

speak English and has crossed the border illegally, or so the story goes, the 

immigrant of old chose to assimilate to all things American and could not wait for the 

day he (always heͿ Đould ͚take out his papers.͛ Rather like the hard-working, God-

fearing and self-motivated migrant whom President Obama would allow to stay in 

the country rather than see deported, the good immigrants of old were consistently 

contrasted to the ͚ŵelaŶĐholiĐ ŵigƌaŶt, ǁho holds on to their past culture and to 

                                                        

colonies. Since then, it has taken on all sorts of expedient other meanings, of which 

the ŵost ƌeĐeŶt is ͚out of ŵaŶǇ [peoples, oƌ ethŶiĐities] oŶe.͛ ‘udolph VeĐoli, ͛The 
“igŶifiĐaŶĐe of IŵŵigƌatioŶ iŶ the FoƌŵatioŶ of AŵeƌiĐaŶ IdeŶtitǇ,͛ ϵ. 
31 VeĐoli ƌepoƌts that this ǁas the ĐoŶseŶsus ďǇ the ϭϵϲϬs, ͚‘etuƌŶ to the MeltiŶg 
Pot,͛ ϴ. 
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theiƌ diffeƌeŶĐe,͛ iŶ CisŶeƌos͛ ǁoƌds.32 Why the U.S. across the political spectrum 

todaǇ should ǁaŶt to ideŶtifǇ as a ͚ŶatioŶ of iŵŵigƌaŶts͛ ǁheŶ, at the saŵe tiŵe, 

immigrants legal and illegal are seen as a problem, is a question that can be 

answered only in politically divergent ways. It is because todaǇ͛s border-crossers 

remind white liberals of their own destitute immigrant forebears a century ago, 

whereas to conservative eyes todaǇ͛s ŵigƌaŶts cling to their melancholic difference, 

unlike those who wholeheartedly joined in the pursuit of life, liberty and happiness a 

century ago. Here, for an example of the latter, is Samuel Huntington, remembering 

the good old days of a century ago: 

Past immigrants wept with joy when, after overcoming hardship and risk, 

they saw the Statue of Liberty, enthusiastically identified themselves with 

their new country that offered them liberty, work, and hope; and often 

became the most patriotic of citizens. . .  

However: 

  By 2000, America was . . . less a nation than it had been for a century. . . . 

Globalization, multiculturalism, cosmopolitanism, immigration, 

subnationalism, and anti-nationalism had battered American consciousness... 

The teaching of national history gave way to the teaching of ethnic and racial 

histories.33 

The ͚ŶatioŶ of iŵŵigƌaŶts͛ HuŶtiŶgtoŶ ǁaŶts to ƌeŵeŵďeƌ was willing to work hard, 

learn English, play by the rule of law, and most of all: it was grateful for the gift of 

                                                        
32 CisŶeƌos, ͚A NatioŶ of IŵŵigƌaŶts,͛ ϭϰ. 
33 Samuel Huntington, Who Are We? AŵeriĐa’s Great Deďate, 4-5. 
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entry to the Promised Land.34 I shall return to the importance of gratitude in a 

moment; for now, it is important to note two things: one, that Huntington chooses 

to forget about the impact of the Americanisation movement altogether, 

ƌepƌeseŶtiŶg the ͚old͛ iŵŵigƌaŶt iŶstead as soŵehoǁ Ŷatuƌally predisposed to 

enthusiastic Americanism. Second, revisionist historiography of the past thirty years 

has amply demonstrated that this immigrant was nothing so simple, so 

assimilationist and so a priori Americanist as Huntington asserts`; that s/he could 

appear so in hindsight can only be attributed to wishful thinking and wilful historical 

amnesia.35 Both revisionist and right wing historians, however, have tended to 

underplay the importance of the Americanisation movement in the formation of 

twentieth and twenty-first century American identities, so it is this that we shall turn 

to next. 

 

Originating in the settlement movement and reform efforts to clean up inner cities 

and aid the poor in the 1880s and 90s, the Americanisation impulse of voluntary 

                                                        
34 As Mary Antin cannily titled her memoir of immigration to America in 1912. The 

Promised Land (Harmondsworth: Penguin Classics 2012) That she was rather more 

Đoŵpleǆ thaŶ the good iŵŵigƌaŶt of HuŶtiŶgtoŶ͛s ŵeŵoƌǇ is eǆplaiŶed ďǇ Maƌia 
Lauƌet͛s aŶalǇsis of AŶtiŶ͛s ŵeŵoiƌ iŶ Wanderwords: Language Migration in 

American Literature, 67-94. 
35 See for attention to and retention of ethnic cultures from Nathan Glazer and 

DaŶiel PatƌiĐk MoǇŶihaŶ͛s Beyond the Melting Pot: Jews, Italians and Irish of New 

York City (1963) onwards: Leonard Dinnerstein, Roger L. Nichols and David M. 

Reimers, Natives and Strangers: Ethnic Groups and the Building of America (1979); 

Michael Novak, The Rise of the Unmeltable Ethnics: Politics and Culture in American 

Life (1995); Leonard Dinnerstein and David M. Reimers, Ethnic Americans: a History 

of Immigration (1999); Donna R. Gabaccia, Immigration and American Diversity: a 

Social and Cultural History (2002);  Matthew Frye Jacobson, Special Sorrows: the 

Diasporic Imagination of Irish, Polish, and Jewish Immigrants in the United States 

(2002) and Roots Too: White Ethnic Revival in Post-Civil Rights America (2005).  
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organisations to help immigrants adapt to AŵeƌiĐa͛s oǀeƌĐƌoǁded iŶdustƌial ĐeŶtres 

gradually became, under pressure of growing nativist anti-immigrant sentiment in 

the 1900s, a concerted local, state and federal effort to civilise the ͚otheƌ.͛ As 

Edward Hartmann has shown, in its final stages after W.W.I and fearing importation 

of un-American ideas after the Russian Revolution, the movement also came to 

serve as a re-education of the native-born about their patriotic duty in the face of 

stranger danger. Modernity, after all, was not just a shock for the Italian peasant or 

the former Jewish shtetl dweller, who had been—iŶ OsĐaƌ HaŶdliŶ͛s paƌadigmatic 

term—͚upƌooted͛ fƌoŵ the staďilitǇ of kiŶ aŶd ĐouŶtƌǇ to be unceremoniously 

dumped into an alien environment and left to get on with it. Modernity had also 

forced Americans, who had neither chosen nor previously experienced such variety 

of cultures and tongues, to live and work together in industrial places and urban 

spaces that were wholly new to them. Not only the European but also American-

born country-to-city migrants thus encountered and shaped a nation in flux, an 

America in the throes of radical social and economic change. As the historian of 

nativism John Higham has written,  

Under the inroads of industrialism, bureaucracy, and specialized knowledge, 

the self-suffiĐieŶĐǇ of the ͞islaŶd ĐoŵŵuŶities͟ [of the ŶiŶeteeŶth ĐeŶtuƌǇ] 

was irretrievably passing. . . . . [m]ore and more of the American people 

became integrated into economic networks and status hierarchies that 

drastically reduced the significance of the local arena. . . . . consciousness of 

racial, national, and ethnic differences radically intensified.36 

                                                        
36 Italics added. JohŶ Highaŵ, ͚IŶtegƌatiŶg AŵeƌiĐa: The Pƌoďleŵ of AssiŵilatioŶ iŶ 
the NiŶeteeŶth CeŶtuƌǇ,͛ ϮϬ. 
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What better way to counter such consciousness of difference and division than with 

a wide-ranging, state- and federally administered programme of social reform, 

involving numerous  initiatives and agencies at the local level, that would inculcate in 

everyone, immigrant and native alike, the rights, privileges and duties of American 

citizenship?37 And what better way to teach newcomers, unused to the rigours of 

living by the clock in overcrowded city slums, the discipline of industrial labour than 

to promise them a fair wage and American citizenship after five years of hard work 

and lawful conduct?  

So far, so straightforward in theory; in practice, however, the standard of 

Americanisation to which all immigrants and Americans should be raised proved 

much harder to define and agree upon. Among the few contemporary historians 

who have paid attention to the Americanisation movement, Donna Gabaccia has 

shown that, beyond such common programmatic aims as education for industrial 

labour and citizenship, there was no clear consensus on what Americanisation 

should mean.38 Then, as now, the idea that the ͚ĐoŵŵoŶ Đore of American civic 

Đultuƌe,͛ oƌ ǁhat it ŵeaŶs to ďe ͚fullǇ AŵeƌiĐaŶ,͛ oƌ eǀeŶ ͚ouƌ ĐoŵŵoŶ laŶguage͛ 

(knowledge of which might set standards for Americanisation according to the 2008 

Bush Task Force Report) are in any way self-evident or clear-cut or date back to the 

founding of the Republic must be abandoned in light of evidence to the contrary.39  

                                                        
37 PƌesideŶt Bush͛s Task FoƌĐe ‘epoƌt ƌeĐoŵŵeŶded ŵuĐh the saŵe ŵulti-level 

approach for Americanisation in the twenty-first century. 
38 See Gabaccia, Immigration and American Diversity. 
39 EŶglish as ͚ouƌ ĐoŵŵoŶ laŶguage͛ aŶd ŵasteƌǇ of it as ŵaŶdatoƌǇ foƌ ĐitizeŶship 
was contested in the early twentieth century campaign and is so now, too. English is 

not now and has never been the official language of the United States. If 

Americanisers now and then demand(ed) it, they did so in opposition to others who 

believed language was not essential to citizenship, or they do so against all evidence 
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In the teens and twenties the Americanisation movement consisted of minimalists 

and maximalists, liberals and right-wingers. Some believed immigrants should be 

educated on a five-year plan to work hard, respect the law, learn English (if only to 

follow industrial and/or military orders) and apply for citizenship. Others demanded 

in addition abandonment of any interest in or allegiance to their country and 

language of origin, wholesale adoption of the American way of life, including 

American clothing and cuisine (in practice this meant buying canned goods) and 

spending their money in American stores, rather than sending remittances home to 

their families in Poland or Sicily. In their 1993 summary of Americanisation 

historiography, ĐoŵŵissioŶed ďǇ ͚a U.“. philaŶthƌopiĐ iŶstitutioŶ iŶteƌested iŶ 

immigration-ƌelated issues͛ in oƌdeƌ to assess the ǀiaďilitǇ of ͚ĐeƌtaiŶ foƌŵs of soĐial 

intervention to assist assimilation,͛ Otis L. Graham and Elizabeth Koed put it thus: 

͚Liďeƌal Americanizers tended to promote a minimalist core, a blend of skills [such as 

English], behaviour [such as punctuality and hygiene] and values [such as democracy 

aŶd egalitaƌiaŶisŵ]͛ ǁhilst alloǁiŶg foƌ iŵŵigƌaŶt ĐoŶtƌiďutioŶs to AŵeƌiĐaŶ Đultuƌe, 

such as cuisine, folklore, and religion. The ͚ϭϬϬ%-eƌs͛ by contrast demanded in 

additioŶ ͚thrift and sobriety . . . respect for the capitalist system . . . perhaps 

conversion to Christianity [and] certainly the repudiation of radical/terrorist political 

doĐtƌiŶes.͛40 Clearly, the eƋuatioŶ of ͚ƌadiĐal͛ aŶd ͚teƌƌoƌist͛ iŶ this last liŶe betrays 

                                                        

that bi-or multilingualism is a greater asset in the globalised world of today than the 

English-Only advocated by proponents of an official English amendment to the 

Constitution. 
40 Otis L. Gƌahaŵ Jƌ. aŶd Elizaďeth Koed, ͚AŵeƌiĐaŶiziŶg the IŵŵigƌaŶt, Past aŶd 

Futuƌe: HistoƌǇ aŶd IŵpliĐatioŶs of a “oĐial MoǀeŵeŶt,͛ ϰϰ. ͚‘adiĐal/teƌƌoƌist͛ is an 

informative slip also because it makes visible just how many parallels those 

iŶteƌested iŶ ͚iŶteƌǀeŶtioŶ to assist assiŵilatioŶ͛ saǁ ďetǁeeŶ soĐial diǀisioŶs iŶ the 
early twenty first and early twentieth centuries, and why they looked to the 
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these histoƌiaŶs͛ political bias, but it does not invalidate the statement as a whole, 

which is largely accurate, if not comprehensive.  

 

Historians at the other end of the political spectrum have added an important 

further dimension to Americanisation as a process, furthermore, in highlighting that 

the immigrant͛s suĐĐessful assiŵilatioŶ also required them to internalise the U.“.͛s 

racial hierarchy aŶd to leaƌŶ to thiŶk of theŵselǀes as ͚ǁhite.͛ As Mattheǁ FƌǇe 

Jacobson has observed, it was this which paradoxically produced their desĐeŶdaŶts͛ 

repudiation of the burden of whiteness during the Civil Rights movement of the 

1950s and 60s. At that time, Jacobson writes, ͚The suddeŶ ĐeŶtƌalitǇ of ďlaĐk 

grievance to national discussion prompted a rapid move among [the new, self-

identified] white ethnics to dissociate themselves from white privilege,͛ citing their 

lack of connection with slavery on account of their relatively recent arrival in the 

country as well as the discrimination their parents and grandparents had been 

greeted with when they first arrived.41  

IŶ adǀaŶĐiŶg his aƌguŵeŶt aďout the ƌelatioŶ ďetǁeeŶ ǁhite ethŶiĐs͛ disaǀoǁal of 

white privilege and the emergence of ethnic pride, Jacobson built on the work of 

James Barrett and David Roediger, who had earlier demonstrated the mutability of 

                                                        

Americanization movement of the 1910s and 20s for inspiration and precedent for 

such intervention. Unfortunately I have not been able to trace preciselǇ ǁhiĐh ͚U.“. 
philanthropic institutioŶ͛ ĐoŵŵissioŶed Gƌahaŵ aŶd Koed͛s ǁoƌk. It appeaƌed iŶ The 

Public Historian pƌeĐeded ďǇ aŶ authoƌs͛ stateŵeŶt eǆplaiŶiŶg the ĐoŵŵissioŶ aŶd 
folloǁed ďǇ ĐƌitiĐal ͚‘eǀieǁeƌs͛ ĐoŵŵeŶts͛ aŶd ͚ClieŶt͛s EǀaluatioŶ of the UsefulŶess 
of the Woƌk PƌoduĐt.͛ The latteƌ ǁas laƌgelǇ positiǀe; it ĐoŶĐluded that ͚ouƌ 
foundation will be inclined to look upon assimilation-assisting efforts more 

favourably than before we commissioned and read this report; iďid͛ 49. 
41 Jacobson, Roots Too, 21. 
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whiteness as a social construction. Because in the early twentieth century the new 

immigrants had been ĐoŶsideƌed of iŶfeƌioƌ ƌaĐial ͚stoĐk,͛ theǇ oĐĐupied a plaĐe as 

͚iŶďetǁeeŶ peoples,͛ Barrett and Roediger argued, above African Americans but 

below the native-born descendants of Anglo Europeans. Immigrants from Southern 

and Eastern Europe had not always and already been considered ͚ǁhite;͛ theǇ had 

encountered hostility and discrimination, done worse, harder and lower paid work 

than native-born whites, been forced into overcrowded slum housing and had 

suffered routine abuse, being called by the ethnic epithets (hunky dago yid greaser) 

their grandchildren in the 1970s remembered so well, or worse.42 Their 

Americanisation as emancipation over the course of the twentieth century meant 

ŵoǀiŶg out of this ͚iŶďetǁeeŶ͛ status iŶto ǁhiteŶess and Americanism.43 

Americanisation demanded conformity to American ways and values in line with 

‘ooseǀelt͛s ϭϬϬ%-ism, but it also promised them incorporation into the polity, 

including the right to vote and run for office, and these were rights that Native and 

native-born African Americans had limited or no access to.44 It therefore endowed 

them with racial superiority and a social mobility that, again, was largely denied to 

Native and Black Americans. Henceforth, and as if in anticipation of the legal/illegal 

dyad of immigration debate today, the ͚good͛ conformist immigrant would be a 

                                                        
42 James R. Barrett and Daǀid ‘oedigeƌ, ͚IŶBetǁeeŶ Peoples:͟ ‘aĐe, NatioŶalitǇ aŶd 
the Neǁ IŵŵigƌaŶt WoƌkiŶg Class.͛ 
43 As Ieva Zake has shown for erstwhile Eastern and Central European immigrants, by 

mid-ĐeŶtuƌǇ ͚the aŶtiĐoŵŵuŶist ǁhite ethŶiĐs͛ uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg of theŵselǀes as tƌue 

Americans was partly built on a conflict with ethnic and racial minorities who, 

according to the white ethnics, were critical because they had failed to appreciate 

the U.S.͛ ItaliĐs added. Ieǀa )ake, ͚IŶ “eaƌĐh of Tƌue AŵeƌiĐaŶŶess,͛ ϭϬϳϯ. 
44 Native Americans were only granted full citizenship with the Snyder or Indian 

Citizenship Act of 1924.                                                                                                                                                     
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would-be and should-be American citizen; the ͚ďad͛ ;ƌeŵeŵďeƌ JFK͛s words: who 

͚stole a loaf of ďƌead͛ oƌ joiŶed a ͚ƋuestioŶaďle oƌgaŶizatioŶ,͛ oƌ Đould Ŷot ͚doĐuŵeŶt 

their activities for the past tǁo Ǉeaƌs͛Ϳ should lose their jobs and return home, or be 

deported.45  

 

The purpose of the Americanisation movement by the 1920s was thus a far wider 

one than its initial agenda of fitting the immigrant to American life and industrial 

work had suggested; it was to pƌoduĐe a ͚oŶe-ŵiŶded͛ ŶatioŶ thƌough assiŵilatioŶ of 

the ͚foƌeigŶ eleŵeŶt,͛ iŶ the paƌlaŶĐe of the daǇ, to the AŵeƌiĐaŶist cause.46  

That this cause was not an old, revolutionary and democratic one but, rather, a new 

imperial agenda was made clear by Americanisers such as Stephen Emory Bogardus, 

who stipulated that the purpose of his book Essentials for Americanization ǁas ͚To 

Help WiŶ the Waƌ foƌ DeŵoĐƌaĐǇ.͛47 By this he did not mean World War I, but the 

U.“.͛s internal ideological strife in 1920, when his and most other Americanisation 

tracts were published and distributed across the nation.  

This was the point when, according to Edward Hartmann, author of the most 

ĐoŵpƌeheŶsiǀe histoƌǇ of the AŵeƌiĐaŶisatioŶ ŵoǀeŵeŶt to date, ͚iŶteƌest iŶ 

Americanization on the part of practically every town and municipality  in the United 

                                                        
45 Jaŵes Baƌƌett ǁƌites of the ‘ed “Đaƌe of ϭϵϭϵ as ͚a kiŶd of eŶfoƌĐed 
AŵeƌiĐaŶizatioŶ,͛ ǁhiĐh iŵŵigƌaŶts ǁith ƌadiĐal sympathies had to accept on pain of 

ďeiŶg put iŶ jail oƌ of ďeiŶg depoƌted. Jaŵes ‘. Baƌƌett, ͚AŵeƌiĐaŶizatioŶ fƌoŵ the 
Bottom Up: Immigration and the Remaking of the Working Class in the United 

States, 1880-ϭϵϯϬ,͛ ϭϬϭϵ.  
46 ͚To ďe gƌeat a ŶatioŶ Ŷeed Ŷot ďe of oŶe ďlood, it ŵust ďe of oŶe ŵiŶd,͛ ǁƌote the 
soĐiologist JohŶ CoŵŵoŶs iŶ ϭϵϬϳ. Cited ďǇ ‘oďeƌt A. CaƌlsoŶ, ͚AŵeƌiĐaŶizatioŶ as 
aŶ EaƌlǇ TǁeŶtieth CeŶtuƌǇ Adult EduĐatioŶ MoǀeŵeŶt,͛ ϰϰϳ. 
47 Stephen Emory Bogardus, Essentials of Americanization, 1.  
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“tates ǁhiĐh ĐoŶtaiŶed a suďstaŶtial iŵŵigƌaŶt populatioŶ͛ ƌeaĐhed feǀeƌ pitĐh in 

the ͚Đƌusade agaiŶst the alieŶ ƌadiĐal.͛48 In that same year, literary scholar Lincoln 

Gibbs of the University of Pittsburgh for example argued for the necessity of top-

down Americanisation ďeĐause ͚FoƌeigŶ ĐƌitiĐs of AŵeƌiĐa, eǀeŶ though fƌieŶdlǇ, 

have expressed their surprise that our citizens seem scarcely to be aware of the 

governments ďǇ ǁhiĐh theǇ aƌe ĐoŶtƌolled,͛ giving us a startling insight not only into 

American self-consciousness on the international stage, but also into the relative 

weakness of Federal power in the eyes of contemporary commentators.49 A 

statement such as Giďďs͛ ǁould ďe uŶthiŶkaďle fifty years ago, let alone today, and 

the effect of the Americanisation movement of the 1910s and 20s, if understood, as I 

do here, as the ideological justification for the combined centralising force of 

industrial capitalism with state and Federal political authority, is a large part of the 

reason why.  

Having begun as a local, philanthropic effort to help immigrants settle, the 

Americanisation movement grew into a state-wide and then an increasingly coercive 

States-wide programme, involving immigrants and the native-born. Ideologues like 

Bogardus and Gibbs thus help us see that Americanisation was a project of nation-

building very broadly conceived, of forging a national consciousness and purpose—

cloaked in the promise of prosperity that ͚the AŵeƌiĐaŶ ǁaǇ of life͛ entails—for a 

                                                        
48 Hartmann, The Movement to Americanize the Immigrant, 235-6; 237. We should 

be careful, however, to distinguish the red-baiting of this period from that in the 

Cold War. By 1920, even an enthusiastic Americaniser like Edward Bok could still see 

the Soviet Union as offering the working man the kind of opportunity hitherto only 

available in the U.S.: ͚‘ussia ŵaǇ, as I like to ďelieǀe she ǁill, pƌoǀe a seĐoŶd UŶited 
“tates of AŵeƌiĐa iŶ this ƌespeĐt;͛ Edward W. Bok, The Americanization of Edward 

Bok: The Autobiography of a Dutch Boy Fifty Years After, 448. 
49 LiŶĐolŶ ‘. Giďďs, ͚AŵeƌiĐaŶizatioŶ aŶd Liteƌatuƌe,͛ ϱϱϭ. 
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divided, recalcitrant and disparate society. Nor was this a society being torn apart by 

mass immigration; rather, the rifts in the social fabric that needed to be healed, and 

that the AmericanisatioŶ ĐaŵpaigŶ sealed oǀeƌ ďǇ pƌojeĐtiŶg its atteŶtioŶ oŶto ͚the 

foreign-ďoƌŶ,͛ ƌaŶ ŵuĐh deepeƌ aŶd ǁeƌe poteŶtiallǇ ŵuĐh ŵoƌe disƌuptiǀe thaŶ 

those caused by the presence of newcomers.50 Race riots during the Red Summer in 

Chicago, Charleston, Washington D.C. and other American cities, the Red Scare of 

the Palmer Raids in 1919, widespread labour unrest (general strike in Seattle and 

downing of tools by the United Mine Workers) as well as the struggle for female 

suffrage evidenced divisions of race, of class, of gender and of political persuasion in 

a rapidly urbanising, industrialising, and most of all centralising society that could not 

be laid to rest by the efforts of a few benevolent societies or immigrant aid clubs. 

 

Nor was the real ideological work of Americanisation that of fitting the immigrant to 

an existing norm of American-ness, but rather of defining, and then firming up that 

norm for natives and immigrants alike with Americanism. In 1915 the Harvard 

philosopher Horace Kallen had written in his faŵous essaǇ ͚DeŵoĐƌacy Versus the 

Melting Pot:͛ ͚At the pƌeseŶt tiŵe theƌe is Ŷo doŵiŶaŶt AŵeƌiĐaŶ ŵiŶd. Ouƌ spiƌit is 

inarticulate, not a voice, but a chorus of many voices each singing a rather different 

tune.͛51 Americanisation as Americanism made the difference, and it was the 

                                                        
50 For, of course, there is a fundamental contradiction underlying both the early 

tǁeŶtieth ĐeŶtuƌǇ aŶd the Bush adŵiŶistƌatioŶ͛s Đalls foƌ AŵeƌiĐaŶisatioŶ of the 
immigrant; if, as the writers of the Task Force report believe, immigrants have come 

and continue to Đoŵe to the UŶited “tates iŶ puƌsuit of ͚liďeƌtǇ aŶd justiĐe foƌ all,͛ 
theŶ theƌe should ďe Ŷo Ŷeed to ͚eduĐate͛ theŵ ;at ďestͿ oƌ ĐoeƌĐe theŵ ;at ǁoƌstͿ 
iŶto ƌespeĐt foƌ AŵeƌiĐa͛s ͚Đoƌe ĐiǀiĐ Đultuƌe.͛ Building an Americanization Movement 

for the Twenty First Century, 1. 
51 HoƌaĐe KalleŶ, ͚DeŵoĐƌaĐǇ Veƌsus the MeltiŶg Pot,͛ Ŷ.p. 
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immigrant who was most categorically and coercively required to demonstrate the 

latter. IŶ the ďattle oǀeƌ AŵeƌiĐa͛s soul, aŶd whether it would draw its sustenance 

from the past or make itself fit for the future, an Americaniser such as Carol 

Aronovici could therefore go as far as to reverse the relation between immigrant and 

native-born altogether. Aronovici argued that Americans should take their lessons in 

Americanisation from immigrants, because it was they who ͚haǀe felt the iŶflueŶĐe 

of American institutions and have accepted American methods of living and thinking 

as theiƌ oǁŶ.͛52 These ͚ŵethods of liǀiŶg aŶd thiŶkiŶg͛ iŶĐluded, as ǁe haǀe seeŶ, 

older ideas and practices such as commitment to the values in the Declaration of 

Independence, Constitution and Bill of Rights, understood for example by the 

Ŷatiǀist AŵeƌiĐaŶ oƌ ͚KŶoǁ NothiŶg͛ PaƌtǇ iŶ the nineteenth century to be 

͚deŵoĐƌaĐǇ, iŶdiǀidualisŵ, fƌeedoŵ, a high standard of living, equality, and 

pƌogƌess.͛53 Yet, as Aleǆ Goodall has poiŶted out, ͚uŶtil the eaƌlǇ tǁeŶtieth ĐeŶtuƌǇ,͛ 

that is: until the intensified Americanisation campaign of World War I through to 

ϭϵϮϰ, ͚sǇsteŵatiĐ atteŵpts to ĐoŶsideƌ ͞AŵeƌiĐaŶisŵ͟ as a distiŶĐtiǀe politiĐal 

ideologǇ ǁeƌe suƌpƌisiŶglǇ ƌaƌe.͛54 What the campaign added to the concept of 

Americanism were modern requirements such as participation in consumer society, 

use of English (and English only, at least in public) and a new kind of patriotic 

citizenship. This found its clearest articulation in the oath of naturalisation, in which 

the older pledge to ͚ƌeŶouŶĐe aŶd aďjuƌe all allegiaŶĐe aŶd fidelitǇ to aŶǇ foƌeigŶ 

prince, potentate, state or sovereignty of whom I have heretofore been a subject or 

                                                        
52 Carol Aronovici, Americanization, n.p. 
53 A. Cheƌee CaƌlsoŶ, ͛The ‘hetoƌiĐ of the KŶoǁ-nothing Party: Nativism as a 

‘espoŶse to the ‘hetoƌiĐal “ituatioŶ,͛ ϯϳϮ. 
54 Alex Goodall, ͚Tǁo CoŶĐepts of UŶ-AŵeƌiĐaŶisŵ,͛ ϵϮϵ. 
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ĐitizeŶ͛ was augmented under Theodore Roosevelt in 1906 with its corollary, to 

͚suppoƌt aŶd defeŶd the CoŶstitutioŶ aŶd laǁs of the UŶited “tates of AŵeƌiĐa 

against all enemies, foreign and domestic, [and] that I will bear true faith and 

allegiaŶĐe to the saŵe.͛55 No wonder then that, after the Johnson Reed Act was 

passed and the border all but closed to new immigrants in 1924, the loyalty so 

explicitly demanded of the ͚foreign-ďoƌŶ͛ for incorporation into the American polity, 

now translated into gratitude foƌ the ͚gift͛ of ďeiŶg so iŶĐluded. This ͚gift͛ was made 

all the more precious for its no longer being available to those of their countrymen 

and relatives in Russia, Poland and Italy who would have been emigrants to America 

too, but whose access would now be denied—or deferred for another forty years.56  

 

The gratitude paradigm 

 

Crucial in my theory that the roots of current ideas of American nationhood lie in the 

early twentieth century Americanisation campaign is what we might call the 

                                                        
55 U.“. CitizeŶship aŶd IŵŵigƌatioŶ “eƌǀiĐes, ͚NatuƌalizatioŶ Oath of AllegiaŶĐe to the 
UŶited “tates of AŵeƌiĐa.͛ Wikipedia helpfully provides a comparison of oaths of 

naturalisation in various countries, which reveals that no other is quite so long and 

so detailed as that of the U.S., and no other demands the renunciation of allegiance 

to the pledgeƌ͛s ĐouŶtƌǇ of ďiƌth. “ee Wikipedia ͚Oath of CitizeŶship͛ 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oath_of_citizenship#United_States. Steven Taylor 

outlines the legacy of the New England Know Nothings to the Progressive Party, and 

theƌefoƌe to Theodoƌe ‘ooseǀelt͛s thiŶkiŶg, iŶ ͚Pƌogƌessiǀe Natiǀisŵ: The KŶoǁ-

NothiŶg paƌtǇ iŶ MassaĐhusetts.͛ 
56 The Immigration Act of 1924 reduced the number of immigrants to the U.S. to 2% 

of those of that nationality already living in the country in 1880. In practice this 

meant that immigration from the new regions (Southern and Eastern Europe) was 

restricted between 1924 and 1965, when the new Immigration Act was passed, to 

hundreds per year, in stark contrast to the hundreds of thousands and millions who 

came in any given year between 1880 and1920. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oath_of_citizenship#United_States
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͚gƌatitude paƌadigŵ:͛ a structure of thinking and feeling about U.S. citizenship that 

pƌofouŶdlǇ shapes AŵeƌiĐaŶ patƌiotisŵ, eǆĐeptioŶalisŵ aŶd, ǁith it, the ͚ŶatioŶ of 

iŵŵigƌaŶts͛ idea as an ideological formation. I mean by it the notion that immigrants 

to the United States now, as well as then, owe America something, that the 

country—in allowing them entry and eventually citizenship—bestowed a gift on 

them which needs re-paying with undying love and loyalty.  

Again, the prima facie truth of the U.“. as a ͚ŶatioŶ of iŵŵigƌaŶts͛ is ďelied if we 

compare it to the situation in other countries of immigration.57 Immigrants the world 

over change domicile in hope of a better life, and that hope, in time, is usually 

fulfilled—if not as well advertised as the American Dream.58 They may be thankful 

that their new country offered them refuge from persecution, or a future for them 

and their children, or simply work—but they do not, as a rule, think of their new 

citizenship as a gift requiring, or inspiring, gratitude and an eternal bond of loyalty to 

their adopted country. Yet suĐh a ͚ǀisĐeƌal, emotional attachment to America and its 

histoƌǇ, oƌ ͞patriotic assimilation͛͟ is precisely what the United States required of its 

new citizens in the early twentieth century, and in some quarters it does so still—

these are the words the Center for Immigration Studies uses.59 I believe it is part of 

the ƌeasoŶ ǁhǇ ItaliaŶ AŵeƌiĐaŶs, foƌ eǆaŵple, ͚as ǁell as otheƌ ethŶiĐ gƌoups,͛ as 

                                                        
57 A good general source for such an approach is Christiane Harzig and Dirk Hoerder, 

with Donna Gabaccia, What is Migration History? 
58 Daniels and Harzig and Hoerder make some interesting comparisons for U.S 

immigration figures as compared to Canada, Argentina, Brazil and Australia in What 

is Migration History? 41-2 and Coming to America, 25. 
59 Emphasis added. Mark Krikorian, Center for Immigration Studies, Legal 

IŵŵigƌatioŶ: ͚What Is to Be DoŶe?͛ 
http://cis.org/articles/2001/blueprints/krikorian.html 

 

http://cis.org/articles/2001/blueprints/krikorian.html
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DaŶielle Battisti ǁƌites, ͚ďeĐaŵe Cold Waƌ ͞ǁaƌƌioƌs͟ oƌ ͞aŵďassadoƌs͟ . . . . [haǀiŶg] 

achieved upward social mobility, political integration, and cultural inclusion in the 

U.S. by mid-ĐeŶtuƌǇ.͛60 What, then, might the gratitude paradigm have to do with 

the shift in American self-definition, from a ͚ŶatioŶ of AŵeƌiĐaŶs͛ to the ͚ŶatioŶ of 

iŵŵigƌaŶts͛ ǁith ǁhiĐh we began? 

 

As we know, immigrants between 1880 and 1920 were enticed, in their millions, by a 

rapidly developing industrial economy to come to America to work in order to 

improve their lives and create a future for their children. That they came, as 

PƌesideŶt Bush͛s Task FoƌĐe oŶ Neǁ AŵeƌiĐaŶs puts it, oŶ a ͚Ƌuest foƌ fƌeedoŵ͛ aŶd 

iŶ ƌespoŶse to ͚AŵeƌiĐa͛s pƌoŵise of liďeƌtǇ aŶd justiĐe foƌ all͛ however is rhetoric of 

hindsight that needs to be deconstructed if we are to understand twentieth century 

immigration and Americanisation beyond the hype of Dreams and Democracy.61 Did 

these immigrants not serve their time in hard industrial labour? Did they not also 

raise families, start businesses, pay their taxes, contribute to American society, 

politics, culture and consumption? Did their offspring not go to school to be made 

over into law-abiding and loyal American citizens? Did parents not make sacrifices 

foƌ theiƌ ĐhildƌeŶ͛s futuƌe, oŶlǇ to see theŵ ŵoǀe aǁaǇ to diffeƌeŶt plaĐes, ďetteƌ 

jobs and speaking another language than the one they grew up with? Did they not 

send their sons and granddaughters to far-fluŶg laŶds to fight AŵeƌiĐa͛s wars? In 

other words: were immigrants not the givers, whilst America did the taking?  

                                                        
60 DaŶielle Battisti, ͚The AŵeƌiĐaŶ Coŵŵittee oŶ ItaliaŶ MigƌatioŶ, AŶti-Communism, 

aŶd IŵŵigƌatioŶ ‘efoƌŵ,͛ ϭϭ-12. 
61 U.“. DepaƌtŵeŶt foƌ HoŵelaŶd “eĐuƌitǇ, ͚BuildiŶg aŶ AŵeƌiĐaŶizatioŶ MoǀeŵeŶt 
for the 21st CeŶtuƌǇ,͛ ϭ. 
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These questions—so obvious and rhetorical as to be rarely asked—are pertinent 

ones nonetheless: why should American immigrants and their descendants to the nth 

generation be forever grateful for something that in other countries is seen as a fair 

exchange: citizenship for contribution, incorporation for participation?  

Lewis Hyde, in his book The Gift, would regard the latter as evidence of market-

economy thinking, in whiĐh the iŵŵigƌaŶt͛s labour is exchanged for a living in a 

straightforward transaction whose value is determined by the laws of supply and 

deŵaŶd. “uĐh aŶ eǆĐhaŶge ƌeƋuiƌes Ŷo patƌiotisŵ, Ŷo siŶgiŶg of ͚AŵeƌiĐa the 

Beautiful͛ at faŵilǇ ƌeuŶioŶs, aŶd Ŷo pledging of allegiance at the beginning of each 

school day. These, however, are commonplace practices in the United States, no less 

a deŵoŶstƌatioŶ of ͚ǀisĐeƌal, emotional allegiance,͛ oƌ ͚patriotic assimilation͛ thaŶ 

the Naturalization oath itself. Hyde contrasts the economy of the marketplace, pace 

MaƌĐel Mauss, ǁith the ǀeƌǇ diffeƌeŶt dǇŶaŵiĐs of a gift eĐoŶoŵǇ, ǁhiĐh is ͚ŵaƌked 

by three related obligations: the obligation to give, the obligation to accept, and the 

oďligatioŶ to ƌeĐipƌoĐate͛ and it is these that, in my theoretical frame, befit the 

American ͚gƌatitude paƌadigŵ.͛ 62 The gift thus creates a bond of obligation which 

necessitates what Hyde Đalls a ͚labour of gƌatitude͛ that ŵust pƌoǀe the ƌeĐipieŶt 

worthy of the gift, and only when the gift is finally passed on [to the next generation, 

in our case] is that labour done, and the debt of gratitude discharged. HǇde͛s 

anthropological approach is useful here insofar as it contrasts the dynamics of a 

market economy to that of an older order, which creates an almost mystical bond 

                                                        
62 HǇde͛s ĐoŶĐeƌŶ is ǁith ĐƌeatiǀitǇ aŶd I aŵ thus takiŶg his ǁoƌk out of ĐoŶteǆt, ďut 
the anthropological frame fits all the same. Lewis Hyde, The Gift: How the Creative 

Spirit Transforms the World, xviii. 
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between giver and receiver. It makes sense of the pledge of allegiance as an 

everyday ritual that echoes, in abbreviated form, the iŵŵigƌaŶt͛s oƌigiŶal 

inauguration into citizenship. Extending his analysis I thus hypothesise that the 

eĐoŶoŵǇ of the gift tǇpifies the ǁaǇ the iŵŵigƌaŶt͛s ƌelatioŶ to the ŶatioŶ ǁas 

conceived in early twentieth century Americanisation discourse, under pressure 

from Nativism and demands for 100% Americanism, giving rise to a labour of 

gratitude that has bound new and old Americans to the nation through the 

obligation of loyalty and patriotism, in an era when in most other areas of life the 

laws of the marketplace held sway.   

And in American popular memory this attitude of gratitude, forcibly instilled in the 

early twentieth century Americanisation campaign and passed on to subsequent  

generations, has proved remarkably persistent—even in the face of anti-Vietnam 

protests or more recent examples of criticism of the U.S. by younger, educated or 

more liberal Americans. The gratitude paradigm is ubiquitous; in Cynthia Weďeƌ͛s I 

Am an American video series it drives a number of recent immigrants who have been 

unjustly treated by the Immigration and Nationality Service to proclaim their 

gratitude and undying loyalty to the United States all the more ardently.63 It figures 

in American genealogy shows; in the U.S. version of Who Do You Think You Are 

                                                        
63 In the series, documented and undocumented individuals tell of their travails with 

the I.N.“. as fiƌst geŶeƌatioŶ ŵigƌaŶts. TheǇ ƌelate theiƌ uŶjust tƌeatŵeŶt ͚foƌ ďeiŶg a 
Chinese American and a Musliŵ͛ ;Jaŵes YeeͿ oƌ theiƌ diffiĐultǇ iŶ oďtaiŶiŶg 
citizenship despite having served in the military for many years (Guadalupe 

Denogean) yet they invariably affirm their allegiance to the United States. See for a 

description of the project http://www.iamanamericanproject.com and for the video 

portraits 

https://www.opendemocracy.net/article/i_am_an_american_portraits_of_post_9_1

1_us_citizens 

http://www.iamanamericanproject.com/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/article/i_am_an_american_portraits_of_post_9_11_us_citizens
https://www.opendemocracy.net/article/i_am_an_american_portraits_of_post_9_11_us_citizens
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descendants of immigrants often have their roots traced back to an ancestor in 

Europe who, it is invariably assumed, came to the United States in search of freedom 

and prosperity, which—or so the narrative goes—invariably they found. Henry Louis 

Gates Jƌ.͛s Faces of America on PBS regularly features descendants of immigrants 

soďďiŶg, at Gates͛ pƌoŵpt, ǁheŶ they imagine the life they might have had if their 

parents or grandparents had not come to the United States—a dismal and most 

likely destitute existence, is the implication, as if a good life outside the U.S. were 

unimaginable.64 And it is so because of the gratitude paradigm, in turn endemic to 

that greatest and most wearisome cliché of the American Dream fulfilled—albeit, in 

reality, usually only by the third, fourth or fifth generation. Again: what did and do 

these immigrants to the United States have to be grateful for, exactly?  

 

The oďǀious aŶsǁeƌ ǁould appeaƌ to ďe that theǇ ďeĐaŵe paƌt of the ǁoƌld͛s 

greatest superpower, but such ostensibly common sense thinking is a-historical. First 

and second generation immigrants before World War II (think: the Depression) were 

not part of any superpower, and besides—as Jacobson has shown in Roots Too—

many of their grandchildren and great-grandchildren turned against American 

                                                        
64 “ee, foƌ eǆaŵple, the episode ǁith filŵ diƌeĐtoƌ Mike NiĐhols. NiĐhols͛ paƌeŶts 
were refugees from Nazi Germany and in light of that particular history the 

sentiment is understandable—ǁeƌe it Ŷot foƌ the faĐt that the U.“.͛s ƌeĐoƌd oŶ 
accepting Jewish refugees from Nazi Germany before and during World War II is 

nothing to write home about. According to the Holocaust Museum, only 137,450 

Jewish refugees had settled in the U.S. by 1952. Besides, fleeing to the U.S., no less 

than to other countries like Canada or Argentina, often entailed significant hardship 

and discrimination for the first generation of Jewish refugees. United States 

HoloĐaust Meŵoƌial Museuŵ, ͚UŶited “tates PoliĐǇ Toǁaƌds Jeǁish ‘efugees, ϭϵϰϭ-

ϭϵϱϮ,͛ Holocaust Encyclopaedia,  

http://www.ushmm.org/wlc/en/article.php?ModuleId=10007094 

http://www.ushmm.org/wlc/en/article.php?ModuleId=10007094
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supremacy in the 1960s and 70s, pƌotestiŶg the ͚ŵilitaƌǇ-iŶdustƌial Đoŵpleǆ͛ aŶd the 

racial inequality of 1960s and 70s America, embracing a self-styled marginal ethnic 

American identity instead. 

It is my contention in this essay that the missing part in this puzzle is the obverse of 

the ethnic pride which emerged in the 1970s and is still so prevalent today in many 

AŵeƌiĐaŶs͛ self-identifications as hyphenated: ethnic shame. This was the shame—

foƌ a paƌeŶt͛s aĐĐeŶt, foƌ the puďliĐ huŵiliatioŶ of having your mouth washed out 

with soap foƌ speakiŶg ͚foƌeigŶ͛ iŶ the plaǇgƌouŶd, foƌ oŶe͛s obviously Jewish Slovak 

Polish Italian Greek name, for the ͚ďaĐkǁaƌd͛ food eateŶ at hoŵe aŶd the hand-me-

down clothes, the ͚supeƌstitioŶ͛ aŶd old-fashioned values of home—that conditioned 

the lives of American-born descendants of immigrants growing up during the 

Depression, World War II and the Cold War. However much their families may have 

instilled in them that theǇ ǁeƌe pƌoud ItaliaŶs, UkƌaŶiaŶs, Poles, oƌ Jeǁs, ͚ŵaŶǇ 

ethŶiĐ AŵeƌiĐaŶs still felt ŵaƌgiŶalized iŶ ŵaŶǇ ǁaǇs͛ iŶ puďliĐ life, as Battisti writes, 

and would point to the continued restriction of immigration from their former 

homelands as proof of their perceived inferiority.65 Until well into the 1960s, a 

sometimes crippling, often resentment-breeding ethnic shame was the price exacted 

by Americanisers for the hard-won American-ness of immigrants and their (grand) 

children, an American-ness which—just as Roosevelt had stipulated—was 

incompatible with ethnic legacies of the old country during the iciest decades of the 

                                                        
65 Battisti, ͚The AŵeƌiĐaŶ Coŵŵittee oŶ IŵŵigƌatioŶ,͛ ϭϮ. HaƌtŵaŶŶ adds to this that 
the AŵeƌiĐaŶizatioŶ ŵoǀeŵeŶt ƌesulted iŶ a ͚deepeŶiŶg of inferiority complexes as 

the immigrants became increasingly aware that they were considered problems by 

ŵaŶǇ of theiƌ Ŷatiǀe AŵeƌiĐaŶ Ŷeighďoƌs.͛ HaƌtŵaŶŶ, The Movement to Americanize 

the Immigrant, 271-2. 
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Cold War. Hardly surprising then that, when third and fourth generation immigrants 

entered higher education in the 1960s and 70s and saw how Civil Rights discourse 

measured American values of equality and justice against equally American practices 

of segregation and inequality, they applied the same logic to themselves. Rejecting 

the ethnic shame that had kept their elders down, they asserted an ethnic pride 

which in one fell swoop disengaged them from the taint of white supremacy, and 

identified themselves henceforth as hyphenated Americans. 

 

Of course, these geŶeƌatioŶs͛ race- and class status had everything to do with this. 

As the essayist Richard Rodriguez polemically argued in the early 1980s, just at the 

point when they were entering the middle class by virtue of their college education, 

newly ethnicised students claimed their working class origins.66 They also, now, 

disavowed their whitewashed position in the racial hierarchy that it had been part of 

their gƌaŶdpaƌeŶts͛ Americanisation to adopt. Because it would make them culpable 

in the eyes of African Americans marching for their rights, the (great)grandchildren 

of immigrants claimed, as Jacobson put it, ͚their immigrant heritage (denoting . . . 

recent arrival, underdog credentials, and innocence in ǁhite supƌeŵaĐǇ͛s histoƌǇ of 

ĐoŶƋuest aŶd eŶslaǀeŵeŶtͿ͛ theƌeďǇ paradoxically re-claiming, in a way, their 

͚iŶďetǁeeŶ͛ status.67 And it is this, this ͚ƌise of the ǁhite ethŶiĐs͛ whose ethnicity had 

long since been eroded by Americanisation as movement and process, that evinced 

the birth of the ͚ŶatioŶ of iŵŵigƌaŶts,͛ as if in reprise of the proto-multicultural 

                                                        
66 “ee ‘odƌiguez͛s fiƌst ǀoluŵe of autoďiogƌaphiĐal essays, Hunger of Memory: the 

Education of Richard Rodriguez. 
67Jacobson, Roots Too, 21. 



36 

 

immigrant America that had briefly existed at the turn of the twentieth century.68 In 

other words, the gratitude paradigm John F. Kennedy had articulated with A Nation 

of Immigrants was now mobilised to turn ethnic shame into pride ;͚look hoǁ faƌ ǁe 

haǀe Đoŵe͛Ϳ and a nation of Americans into one of diverse ethnicities.69 Because it 

enables white liberals to celebrate their multicultural tolerance and openness ;͚ǁe 

were strangeƌs oŶĐe, too͛Ϳ and conservatives to honour theiƌ foƌeďeaƌs͛ saĐƌifiĐe 

(legitimating resentment of the ͚uŶgƌateful͛ immigrants (and African Americans) of 

todayͿ the ͚ŶatioŶ of iŵŵigƌaŶts͛ can work wonders: it unites Americans on both 

sides of the immigration debate across the chasm of racial inequality that would still  

exclude millions of Black, Native, and Chican@ Americans from the national 

project.70 

  

A nation of Americanised immigrants? 

 

Clearly, if we are to understand current American anxiety about mass immigration—

whether addressed in the foƌŵ of PƌesideŶt Oďaŵa͛s depoƌtatioŶ deferral oƌ Bush͛s 

                                                        
68 As if, because this third and fourth generation ethnicity was, as Herbert Gans 

argued in 1979, now (re)claimed in largely symbolic form, nostalgically as a tradition 

oŶe Đould take pƌide iŶ, ďut did Ŷo loŶgeƌ haǀe to liǀe. “ee GaŶs, ͚“ǇŵďoliĐ EthŶiĐitǇ: 
the Futuƌe of ethŶiĐ gƌoups aŶd Đultuƌes iŶ AŵeƌiĐa.͛ 
69 Immigration of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Kennedy wrote, 

͛gaǀe eǀeƌǇ old AŵeƌiĐaŶ a staŶdaƌd ďǇ ǁhiĐh to judge hoǁ faƌ he had Đoŵe aŶd 
eǀeƌǇ Ŷeǁ AŵeƌiĐaŶ a ƌealizatioŶ of hoǁ faƌ he ŵight go.͛ A Nation of Immigrants, 

99. 
70 Jacobson cites David Horoǁitz iŶ the deďate aďout slaǀe ƌepaƌatioŶs: ͚. . . as a Jeǁ 
I oǁe a deďt to AŵeƌiĐa . . . ďlaĐk AŵeƌiĐaŶs . . . should feel the saŵe ǁaǇ.͛ We ĐaŶ 
take this as an example of the gratitude paradigm in full ideological swing, counting 

the legacy of slavery as one of the plethora of privileges the U.S. has bestowed on its 

citizens. Jacobson, Roots Too, 335. 
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second Americanisation initiative—we should remind ourselves of its history. We 

need to evaluate the success, or otherwise, of organised Americanisation efforts at 

local, state and federal levels, yet since there is little recent research on the 

Americanisation movement of a century ago this is not easy to do. What scholarship 

there is tends to conclude that the movement was short-lived, extreme, and failed to 

achieve its objectives.71 ‘oďeƌt A. CaƌlsoŶ͛s Ŷutshell suŵŵaƌǇ from 1970 has hardly 

been challenged since:  

the extreme period of Americanization . . . lasted through 1916, continued at 

a high pitch through . . .World War I, slackened briefly after the war, gave a 

dying flash during the 1919-ϮϬ ͞Big ‘ed “Đaƌe,͟ theŶ dƌopped to a fliĐkeƌ iŶ 

the pƌospeƌitǇ of the ϭϵϮϬs, ǁith the ͞ƌetuƌŶ to ŶoƌŵalĐǇ͟ aŶd the 

disillusioŶŵeŶt ǁith PƌesideŶt WilsoŶ͛s ŵissioŶaƌǇ deŵoĐƌaĐǇ.72  

Carlson gives a time-line of the ĐaŵpaigŶ, fƌoŵ ‘ooseǀelt͛s ϭϬϬ% AŵeƌiĐaŶisŵ 

speech through to the mid 1920s, and reflects the historiographical consensus that 

by then the Americanisation campaign had run its course, chiefly because the 

Nativists eventually got their way with the immigration restriction of the Johnson 

Reed Act of 1924. The latter, after all, Đƌeated the ͚iŵŵigƌatioŶ pause͛ conservative 

                                                        
71 Many historians of Americanisation take their cue from Edǁaƌd G. HaƌtŵaŶŶ͛s The 

Movement to Americanize the Immigrant of 1948, the only monograph that, as far as 

I have been able to ascertain, has ever been published on the early twentieth 

century movement. Consultation of primary sources such as field reports and the 

handbooks which were in (mass)circulation at the time (such as Ruby M. 

BoughŵaŶ͛s ƌepoƌt on Americanisation in LA and Aronovici and Bogardus, cited 

above) gives a more contemporaneous view of the depth and reach of the 

movement on the ground and in action, however. 
72 CaƌlsoŶ, ͚AŵeƌiĐaŶizatioŶ,͛ ϰϱϮ. 
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historians Graham and Koed viewed as so fortuitous in retrospect, because it 

enabled (or so they claimed) the restoration of American order and unity.73  

As we have seen however, CarlsoŶ͛s suŵŵaƌǇ of organised Americanisation͛s short 

aŶd ͚eǆtƌeŵe͛ Đaƌeeƌ underestimates the impact it had on immigrants and natives 

both; the same can be said of the work of other historians who, from Moynihan and 

Glazeƌ͛s Beyond the Melting Pot of 1963 onwards, have been at pains to show how 

ethnicity remained a significant factor in American social and cultural life. However 

true this may be, my point is that the Americanisation Theodore Roosevelt and 

Woodrow Wilson advocated, which—regardless of its minimalist and maximalist 

manifestations—amounted in essence to Americanism, did become the hegemonic 

discourse of American nationhood for most of the twentieth century.74 It reached its 

heyday in the Cold War and in particular with McCarthyism, but it is worth 

remembering that the ground for 1950s anti-communist imperatives had been 

prepared decades earlier in the Sedition Act of 1918, which proscribed public 

criticism of the government, including negative statements about the flag, the 

military and the Constitution. Similarly, the Overman committee, founded in the 

same year, had been charged with investigating German and then Bolshevik 

activities in the United States and can therefore be seen as a forerunner of the 

House Un-American Activities Committee (H.U.A.C.) of Cold War infamy.  

                                                        
73 The act stipulated that no more than a 2% equivalent of the number of people of a 

particular national origin already living in the United States according to 1920 Census 

figures would be allowed entry per year. In practice, this quota system heavily 

favoured those of Irish, German, and UK origin; according to Desmond King these 

ĐouŶtƌies aĐĐouŶted foƌ ͚aďout ϳϬ peƌĐeŶt of the aŶŶual Ƌuota of appƌoǆiŵatelǇ 
ϭϱϴ.ϬϬϬ.͛ KiŶg, The Liberty of Strangers, 60.  
74 See for a good selection of critical perspectives on this notoriously slippery 

concept Michael Kazin and Joseph A. McCartin eds. Americanism. 
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Even if the movement to impose it was relatively short-lived and may now be 

ĐoŶsideƌed ͚eǆtreme,͛ Americanisation as a discourse was well-nigh inescapable in 

the first two decades of the twentieth century, and it did not stop suddenly in 1924, 

even if many of the free provisions of the movement did (such as night school 

classes in English, or courses in American-style cooking and childcare).  

In practice and as a norm to aspire to, Americanisation was a deliberate and wide-

ranging project in social engineering that had real effects on real people.75 Reaching 

into their workplaces, their schools, their homes and kitchens and ultimately their 

individual psyches, the conception of American identity forged and promulgated in 

the Americanisation campaign, in terms of the skills, values, behaviour and political 

conviction outlined above, impressed itself upon immigrant and native hearts and 

minds and took hold there for most of the twentieth century—and beyond.76 

Organised Americanisation of the teens and twenties then, I want to stress, is not 

some footnote to immigration history, epitomised in its extremity by the Ford Motor 

CoŵpaŶǇ͛s stagiŶg of its EŶglish “Đhool gƌaduatioŶ ƌitual, in which workers of various 

national origins jumped into the melting pot and came out transformed into 

uniformly clad model Americans.77 Instead, as Michael Olneck has observed,  

                                                        
75 Many immigrant autobiographies of the period for example measured the 

Ŷaƌƌatoƌ/authoƌ͛s ͚pƌogƌess͛ ďǇ the eǆteŶt of theiƌ AŵeƌiĐaŶisatioŶ; The 

Americanization of Edward Bok, the Autobiography of a Dutch Boy Fifty Years After 

of ϭϵϮϬ, foƌ eǆaŵple, epitoŵised this pheŶoŵeŶoŶ. Like MaƌǇ AŶtiŶ͛s ŵoƌe 
ambivalent The Promised Land, Bok͛s ďook ƋuiĐklǇ ďeĐaŵe a ďestselleƌ aŶd ǁas used 
by the Americanisation campaign as an exemplary text in civics classes.    
76 We ŵight thiŶk heƌe of the ƌesuƌgeŶĐe of a ƌaďid ͚patƌiotiĐ͛ ŶatioŶalisŵ aŶd 
ĐoŶĐuƌƌeŶt ǆeŶophoďia iŶ the ǁake of ϵ/ϭϭ, of ǁhiĐh the Tea PaƌtǇ͛s deŵaŶd that 
President Obama submit his birth certificate was a delayed and extreme expression.    
77 Among the many scholars who have recounted this story are Joshua Miller in 

Accented America; Susan Currell in American Culture in the 1920s, and Werner 

Sollors in Beyond Ethnicity. 
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The Americanization movement is significant as an effort to secure cultural 

and ideological hegemony through configuration of the symbolic order. . . . . 

The symbolic redefinition of American civic culture, not the transformation of 

immigrants, is [its] important historical consequence. . .͛78  

These almost throwaway remarks in OlneĐk͛s essaǇ deserve to be repeated, 

highlighted, and emphasised. For, as we have seen, the Americanisation campaign 

was not a case of adapting the immigrant to an existing national identity and sense 

of civic duty, but of re-defining American identity, with ͚assiŵilatioŶ of the foƌeigŶ 

eleŵeŶt,͛ iŶ the paƌlaŶĐe of the day, as the excuse. The Americanisation agenda of 

the early twentieth century was far broader, more pervasive and more intrusive than 

is generally assumed, and far more aggressively pursued in some quarters than even 

the Foƌd faĐtoƌǇ͛s theatƌiĐals ǁould lead us to ďelieǀe. It was also far more 

successful, in the longer term, than historians have given it credit for; not 

coincidentally, the particular brand of patriotism known as ͚the AŵeƌiĐaŶ Đƌeed͛ only 

entered common parlance in 1917, when William Tyler Page first articulated and 

submitted it to the U.S. House of Representatives.79 AŵeƌiĐa͛s eŶtƌǇ iŶto World War 

I was, of course, its cradle, but no less so the increasing intensity of organised 

Americanisation efforts. For the soĐial pƌogƌaŵ to ͚eduĐate͛ iŵŵigƌaŶts in the 

American way was also, in intention, effect, or both, a means of coercing them, as 

                                                        
78 MiĐhael OlŶeĐk, ͚Americanization and the Education of Immigrants, 1900-1925: an 

AnalǇsis of “ǇŵďoliĐ AĐtioŶ,͛ 399. 
79 Page͛s deĐlaƌatioŶ ǁas peƌsoŶalised as ͚AŶ AŵeƌiĐaŶ͛s Cƌeed͛ aŶd ĐoŶĐluded: ͚I 
therefore believe it is my duty to my country to love it, to support its Constitution, to 

oďeǇ its laǁs, to ƌespeĐt its flag, aŶd to defeŶd it agaiŶst all eŶeŵies.͛ It ĐaŶ ďe found 

online at http://www.ushistory.org/documents/creed.htm 

 

http://www.ushistory.org/documents/creed.htm
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well as the native-born, to sign up to an imperial brand of American nationalism that 

would be fit for the twentieth century. After 1924 it ǁas this ͚AŵeƌiĐaŶ Đƌeed͛ that 

instilled in immigrants and their descendants the gratitude paradigm that held sway 

for the next four decades, and was only significantly challenged in the 1960s and 70s, 

with the demand for African American Civil Rights and the social movements it 

brought in its train.  

And so, if we are to gauge accurately what hides under the apparently consensual 

ďaŶŶeƌ of the ͚ŶatioŶ of iŵŵigƌaŶts͛ iŶ the ĐoŶteŵpoƌaƌǇ ĐoŶteǆt of feaƌ of 

terrorism and cultural difference, then we need to look back further than JFK and 

Teddy Roosevelt to the modernity that first necessitated mass immigration to the 

U.S. and then sought to regiment it with forcible Americanisation. Immigration 

reform, then and now, was never about ͚AŵeƌiĐa liǀiŶg up to its pƌoŵise͛ oƌ aďout 

͚ǁho ǁe aƌe͛ as people ǁho do Ŷot depoƌt iŵŵigƌaŶts, ďeĐause ͚ǁe ǁeƌe stƌaŶgeƌs 

once too.͛ Rather, it was and is about tracing back the history of that strangeness 

and that promise, and re-examining the terms and conditions with which it came.  
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