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PREFACE TO THE 2006 EDITION
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The first edition of The New Americans was published in May 2001, four months before the terrorist attacks of September 11. The terrorists were foreigners who had obtained valid visas to enter the United States. In some cases, they had stayed on beyond their visa expiration dates, and the Immigration and Naturalization Service actually sent out visa approval notices to two of the hijackers in March 2002, six months after the attacks.1


Surprisingly, immigration, legal and illegal, has continued at about the same rates as before September 11.2 Immigration remains, as it has always been, one of the engines of America’s economic growth and prosperity. Every year, about half the world’s emigrants—more than a million people—come to the United States. Among them are some criminals and few potential  terrorists. While it makes sense to restrict immigration from countries likely to produce terrorists, few immigrants pose a terrorist threat. The State Department, after some foot-dragging, agreed to end its Visa Express program, which had allowed citizens of Saudi Arabia—the home country of fifteen of the nineteen September 11 terrorists—to obtain visas without even an interview. But over the last decade, Saudi Arabia has accounted for fewer than one thousand legal immigrants a year. We can improve our odds, but we cannot completely seal our borders.

We are not facing this problem anew. A century ago, in 1901, President William McKinley was murdered by an anarchist who was the son of immigrants. At a time when immigration was approaching half a million in a nation of 77 million, there was naturally a fear of terrorist immigrants. Americans responded with not one but two policies—allowing mass immigration but also insisting on assimilation, or “Americanization” in the language of the day. Immigration increased sharply, up to a peak of 1,285,000 in 1907, when the nation’s total population was 87 million. Today, by way of comparison, all immigration, legal and illegal, amounts to about 1.5 million in a nation of 298 million. That’s only about one-third as many immigrants per resident as there were ninety-nine years ago.

The linked policies of immigration and assimilation helped to produce the strong and prosperous America of today. Immigrants were required to master the English language to become citizens, and their children were taught English in public schools. They were also given lessons in American history and civic traditions. Elite leaders like Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson made it plain that immigrants were expected to give their total allegiance to the United States over their former countries. Sometimes these policies were applied too harshly. When the United States went to war against Germany in 1917, German civic organizations were abolished and teaching the German language was forbidden. After the United States was  attacked by Japan in 1941, Japanese Americans in the three West Coast states were rounded up and placed in internment camps.

Despite these unfortunate incidents, no one should lose sight of the fact that assimilation—Americanization—was by and large a benign process. It enabled immigrants and their children to move up economically, socially, and culturally in their new homeland. It allowed the cultural traditions of Jewish, Irish, Italian, and other immigrants to continue while ensuring their allegiance to their new country. It welded together a country made up of people of diverse origins, different religions, and a variety of cultural heritages. It interwove new Americans into a recognizably American fabric. It produced the nation that won two world wars and prevailed in the Cold War.

Other models have been offered. The nations of Western Europe—Britain, France, the Netherlands, Germany, Denmark, Sweden—have taken in many immigrants. But in the name first of maintaining ethnic purity and then under the rubric of multiculturalism, they have discouraged—or at any rate have failed to encourage—assimilation. They have encouraged Muslims to live in separate Muslim communities, where the cultures of the old country—including submission of women—have been maintained and where too often the police have no writ to interfere. It must be conceded that multicultural Europe has had a much larger number of Muslim immigrants than has the United States, immigrants who are often hostile to their host countries and Western culture. Multiculturalism has fostered these hostile attitudes. The results can be seen on our television screens—burning cars in Paris, a Dutch filmmaker murdered in Amsterdam, the train bombings in Madrid and tube bombings in London, and the September 11 hijackers plotting their attacks in Hamburg.

The United States has had fewer such immigrants. Immigration from predominantly Muslim countries3 averaged 79,000 a year in the six years before September 11 and has increased since to 95,000 a year, with nearly two-thirds of that  increase accounted for by Bosnia. That amounts to less than 10 percent of total immigration. Our largest source of immigrants is Mexico, and it is true that you can see Latinos in Los Angeles root for Mexico in the World Cup and wave Mexican flags in demonstrations against crackdowns on illegal immigration. But the number of Mexican immigrants who want to bring the Mexican system of law and government to the United States is miniscule. The overwhelming majority of Latin—and Asian—immigrants are interested primarily in work. They are open to assimilation. And Mexican immigrants are frequently devoted to Catholicism or, increasingly, Evangelical Protestantism, which assists in assimilating them in the United States.

The main threats to assimilation come not from the immigrants themselves, but from American elites who flinch at the mention of Americanization and who find European-style multiculturalism more appealing. There are the educational elites, who support so-called bilingual education—which in practice is too often neither bilingual nor education—in which children are taught in bad Spanish and kept from mastering the English language, the first rung on the ladder of upward mobility. There are the political elites, who persist in requiring foreign language ballots even though immigrants who wish to become citizens are required to show that they have learned English. There are the governmental elites, who allow Wahhabi imams to serve as prison chaplains and preachers of terrorism to teach in Middle Eastern studies programs. There are the academic elites, who pride themselves on admitting as a student at Yale a spokesman for the murderous Taliban regime. There are the highly educated moral-relativist elites, who regard our civilization as a virus and hostile immigrants and multiculturalism as the cure.

But America has better traditions and a history of proven merit in assimilating immigrants. As Americans debate immigration policy, certain imperatives are clear. In the wake of September 11, the borders must be made secure—not because the vast  number of illegal immigrants are security threats, but because our government has an obligation to control our borders. The immigration system must also be able to work lawfully in tandem with the labor market—because the vitality and growth of our economy depends on reasonable levels of immigration. Immigrants must be encouraged to assimilate, to master the English language, and to learn about American history and civic culture—because European-style multiculturalism encourages immigrants to put themselves in opposition to the host country.

We Americans have the advantage of a heritage and a history that has combined the best of immigration and assimilation. We should neither retreat into a posture of isolationism nor embrace multiculturalism, but continue, improving as we go, in the American way.





INTRODUCTION

THE NEW AMERICANS
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In January 1994, speaking in Milwaukee, Vice President Al Gore gave a speech in which he translated the national motto E pluribus unum as “out of one, many.”1 One might guess that this was an inadvertent error, or evidence that Gore did not take Latin at St. Albans or Harvard. Except that in the words that followed he made it clear that the words had come out as intended. “You all share the American belief that there is strength in all our differences,” he said, “that we can build a collective civic space large enough for all our separate identities.” Separate identities: Here Gore aligned himself with a view widely prevalent, and not just among his fellow partisans, of the course of American history. America in this view was for a very long time monocultural, a white-bread nation in which just about everyone was like everybody else (with the one important exception, as  Gore would surely agree, of blacks). Immigrants, in this view, were white Europeans—pretty much like everybody else. But now, with the influx of immigrants from Latin America and Asia, and with our laws classifying people by race, we have suddenly become a multicultural society. White-bread America has become multigrain.

For someone Gore’s age and with no knowledge of the longer run of American history, this view superficially makes sense. America in the 1950s was famously called a conformist society, a nation of organization men. Immigration from Europe had been cut close to zero by the Immigration Act of 1924; old ethnic neighborhoods seemed to be dying out. The percentage of foreign-born residents, which was 15 percent in 1910, dropped steadily to 4.7 percent in 1970.2 Most Americans, until the civil rights movement of the late 1950s and early 1960s, paid little attention to the legally enforced racial segregation of the South or the racial discrimination prevalent in the North. It was possible, though not entirely accurate, to think of America as “one.”

But these years were the exception, not the rule, in American history. The United States has never been a monoethnic nation. The American colonies, as historian David Hackett Fischer teaches in Albion’s Seed, were settled by distinctive groups from different parts of the British Isles, with distinctive folkways, distinctive behaviors in everything from politics to sexual behavior. And this is not to mention the German immigrants who formed 40 percent of Pennsylvania’s population in the Revolutionary years and who, Benjamin Franklin feared,3 would never be assimilated. Many different religious groups—Catholics and Mennonites, Shakers and Jews—established communities and congregations, making the thirteen colonies and the new nation more religiously diverse than any place in Europe. We were already, in John F. Kennedy’s phrase, a nation of immigrants.

One who understood this was George Washington. In August 1790, the first president wrote a letter to the Touro Synagogue in  Newport, Rhode Island. Always aware that he was setting precedent for a republic that he believed would someday encompass more than 100 million people, Washington used this occasion to set forth his vision of civic equality and of how people with diverse backgrounds should live together as Americans. Jews everywhere in Europe had lived for centuries under civil disabilities, unable to participate in politics and government, limited in their right to own land and to travel outside their ghettoes. Washington opposed such barriers to citizenship, and went further. Responding to the congregation’s letter congratulating him on his election to the presidency, he wrote, “It is now that tolerance is no more spoken of, as if it was by the indulgence of one class of people, that another enjoyed the exercise of their inherent natural rights. For happily the government of the United States, which gives to bigotry no sanction, to persecution no assistance, requires only that they who live under its protection should demean themselves as good citizens, in giving it on all occasions their effectual support.”4 Here, in Washington’s ornate eighteenth-century prose, was the idea of the Melting Pot, long before it received its name. Anyone could become an American. The nation would welcome newcomers of all backgrounds—there were no restrictions on immigration then—and treat them as equals, not out of generosity but on principle. A diverse people would share a common citizenship. America would be a proudly multiethnic nation. But it would also be a nation with a common civic culture.5


Washington provided Americans with a good working formula for assimilating the tens of millions of immigrants who would come here over the next two centuries. They would be eligible for citizenship, entitled to be treated as the equal of every other American, provided that they accepted civic obligations and the civic culture. During most of the succeeding two centuries, mass immigration has been the rule, not the exception, in American life. The reason for much of this immigration was  simple economics, for even in the 1790s the United States was, for ordinary people, the most economically bountiful nation in the world. But economics cannot explain everything. There was never mass immigration to the United States from some countries that had lower incomes—France, for example, or Spain, or northern Italy. Mass immigration has come from only a few places—Britain and Ireland, southern Italy and parts of Germany and Scandinavia, the Russian Pale of Settlement within which Jews were confined a century ago, Poland and other countries in eastern Europe. Immigration has been prompted sometimes by terrible events—the Irish potato famine, the Russian pogroms—and sometimes by the pressure that population growth unaccompanied by economic growth puts on a peasantry.

But it is usually sustained—it only becomes chain migration, with one relative and family and neighbor following another—when there is a sense that the way of life in the old country is in some fundamental way unfair or dysfunctional, a sense strong enough to overcome the usual human desire to live where one grew up. And it sometimes happens that different countries are dysfunctional in similar ways—southern Italy and Mexico, for example. Coming to America gives immigrants a chance to get away from a dysfunctional society, but they also bring with them habits of mind they developed to adapt to that society, habits of mind that turn out to be dysfunctional in the United States—the deep distrust of institutions among southern Italians and Latinos,a for instance. These habits of mind are not easily discarded; they are handed down from parents to children, generation to generation.

But in time the environment of the United States fosters different, more functional habits of mind—a process that can be called assimilation.

Many savants predicted a hundred years ago that the immigrants of their day could never be assimilated, that they would never undertake the civic obligations and adapt to the civic culture of the United States.6 History has proven them wrong. American democracy emerged strengthened from the tests of depression and war, the American economy has proved to be the strongest and most supple in the world, and if the American common culture is not in as good a condition as many would like, no one can seriously argue that it is because of the ethnic separatism of Irish, Italians, or Jews. Today we hear similar predictions about contemporary immigrants and minority groups. Those predictions, too, will in time be proven wrong.

The spirit of welcoming immigrants, enabling and expecting them to become Americans, was set early on, as witness George Washington’s words to the congregation of the Touro Synagogue. Over the past two centuries the United States has attracted immigrants more than any other nation. It has also generated a vast internal migration—the movement of blacks from the rigidly segregated, rural South to the great cities of the North from 1940 to 1965—that in many ways resembles the mass migrations from Europe, Latin America, and Asia to large American cities. Overall, 35 million immigrants arrived from 1840 to 1924, in the first wave of mass immigration, and the percentage of foreign-born residents ranged between 13 and 15 percent from 1850 to 1920. Then the 1924 immigration act virtually shut down immigration, and as a result the percentage of foreign-born residents dropped to the 1970 low of 4.7 percent. The Immigration Act of 1965 and successive immigration laws have opened up the door again, and the percentage of foreign-born residents rose to 10 percent in 2000. Ethnic diversity is as American as apple pie—or pizza or bagels, or soul food or tacos or dim sung.

The thesis of this book is that minority groups of 2000 resemble in important ways immigrant groups of 1900. In many ways blacks resemble Irish, Latinos resemble Italians, Asians resemble Jews. Thus, in seeking to assimilate the peoples of the great migrations of our times, we need to learn from America’s success in assimilating these earlier immigrants, as well as from the mistakes that were made along the way. This does not mean obliterating their original identities or cutting off people entirely from their heritage; it does mean helping them to transform dysfunctional habits of mind into those that are functional in this new country. Immigrants and minorities need to be interwoven into the fabric of American life, but the process of interweaving means that the fabric itself will change in subtle ways over time. One cannot understand the character of American life today without understanding the contributions of the Irish, Italian, Jewish, and other immigrant groups of a hundred years ago. One will not be able to understand the character of American life in 2100 without understanding the contributions of the blacks, Latinos, and Asians of today. America in the future will be multiracial and multiethnic, but it will not—or should not—be multicultural in the sense of containing ethnic communities marked off from and adversarial to the larger society, any more than today’s America consists of unassimilated and adversarial communities of Irish, Italians, or Jews. Some claim that today’s minorities are different because they are different races, but a hundred years ago the Irish, Italians, and Jews were considered to be other races. Contrary to what Vice President Gore implied in 1994, we are not in a wholly new place in American history. We’ve been here before.

We should not make the mistake of assuming that assimilation was painless or that the way Americans dealt with the immigrant groups of a hundred years ago was flawless. The pointed and often hurtful ethnic stereotyping that was so prominent in American popular culture a century ago has little equivalent today. There were plenty of examples of bigotry and discrimination that any  decent-minded person today must abhor. On the whole, however, assimilation was successful. It has made us a strong, creative, tolerant nation. We should not forget the lessons our history teaches.

 



I came to write this book partly out of my personal background and experience. My own life is linked to each of the three immigrant groups of 1900 mentioned here. I am of Italian and Irish ancestry; my former wife is Jewish. My paternal grandfather was the son of Italian immigrants, born the year after his parents left Sicily for Buffalo, New York. (What did they think of the climate?) He married my grandmother, born in West Virginia, the descendant of Scots and Germans who had come to America in colonial days. My maternal grandfather was born in Canada, in a farming town full of Irish whose forebears had moved there shortly after the Irish potato famine of the 1840s; he immigrated to Michigan in the 1890s. He married my grandmother, born in Detroit, the descendant of Irish Catholics who had come to Boston in the famine years. As it happened, the public school I attended in Detroit in the early 1950s had a student body about one-third Catholic, one-third Protestant, and one-third Jewish: the Melting Pot. The private schools I later attended—Cranbrook School in the Detroit suburbs, Harvard College, and Yale Law School—had student bodies about one-third Jewish, much more than one-third Protestant, and much less than one-third Catholic, plus small numbers of blacks. My school years spanned the 1950s and the first half of the 1960s, in many ways America’s most culturally homogenous, white-bread years. Yet I was conscious from my very early years of America’s ethnic and religious diversity, aware that we were part of one country yet of many different backgrounds.

One could not grow up in Detroit in those years unaware of the vast migration of southern blacks into northern cities. Large parts of Detroit were undergoing racial change as many blacks moved into formerly white neighborhoods. The Detroit newspaper  classified ads had separate sections for apartments—“white” and “colored”—and whole square miles would change from all-white to mostly black within a year or two. When I became active in politics in the mid-1960s, I learned how different ethnic and racial groups had very different party preferences. Hopeful that blacks and whites could work together despite racial animosities, I canvassed white neighborhoods for black candidates and black neighborhoods for white candidates. In the summer of 1967, I worked as an intern in the office of Detroit mayor Jerome Cavanagh, and in the riot that year I was a witness to the destruction of the city, large parts of which I knew block by block. Since 1969 I have lived in two cities, Detroit and Washington, with black majorities.

More recently, in the 1990s, I have worked to learn more about the new immigrant communities of America. In 1998 Reader’s Digest assigned me to write a story on America’s Latinos, with the Digest characteristically encouraging me to travel to Los Angeles, Houston, El Paso, New York, Chicago, and Miami to see how Latinos are living, how they are coping and moving upward. I have continued to cover Latino immigrants and Asian immigrants as well. In addition, I have been coauthor since 1971 of The Almanac of American Politics with Grant Ujifusa, the grandson of Japanese immigrants, who grew up in Wyoming near one of the camps where Japanese-Americans were interned during World War II.

So I have had a close acquaintance with all six of the ethnic groups that are the subject of this book. I began to notice the resemblances between each of the three pairs in the 1990s. It started with the Italians, when friends at the National Italian American Foundation and other organizations asked me to comment on the political experiences of Italian-Americans. What became immediately obvious was the difference between the mostly apolitical Italians, who never wholeheartedly embraced either major American political party, and the highly political  and, for most of a century, almost entirely Democratic Irish. That led me to look into the background of Italians in politically dysfunctional southern Italy. Then, as I began researching the Reader’s Digest piece, it struck me that today’s Latinos were very much like the Italians of a hundred years before. They both came from politically dysfunctional countries whose major institutions had their roots in the sixteenth-century governance of Emperor Charles V; they had low levels of trust in large institutions; they came to America with little in the way of a political agenda and often with an intention to return to the old country; they worked hard, stayed close to their families, and had little involvement in politics. Indeed, the resemblance between the Latinos and the Italians is the closest of any of the three in this book.

The resemblance between blacks and the Irish is obvious to anyone with a knowledge of, and affection for, the works of Daniel Patrick Moynihan. In his controversial report on the black family, issued in 1965, Moynihan wrote of “important differences in family patterns surviving from the age of the great European migrations to the United States, and these variations account for notable differences in the progress and assimilation of various ethnic and religious groups.”7 There is no doubt which ethnic group Moynihan had in mind: his own, the Irish. Moynihan’s father, a talented man given to drink, abandoned his family. This was not at all uncommon for the Irish; it is the theme of a popular book of the 1940s, A Tree Grows in Brooklyn, and a popular book of the 1990s, Angela’s Ashes. In his brilliant and heartbreaking chapter on the Irish in Beyond the Melting Pot, published in 1963, Moynihan wrote, “There was a touch of Sambo in the professional Irishman: he was willing to be welcomed on terms that he not forget his place.”8 The Irish in British-ruled Ireland and the blacks in the rural, segregated South lived in societies whose fundamental unfairness they could never ignore: they were barred entirely from politics and kept almost entirely from the market economy; their men, barred from discharging their responsibilities,  were left to behave irresponsibly in ways that hurt those around them. Today, of course, it is natural to say that their experiences could not have been similar (and in fact they were far from identical) because blacks are members of a different race. But we must recall that the Irish immigrants of the nineteenth century were widely considered to be of another race, a fact reflected in the wry title of a recent book, How the Irish Became White.9 While the resemblance between Irish and blacks is not as close as that between Italians and Latinos, their experiences are still in many ways eerily similar.

Anyone familiar with elite American universities, where Jews and Asians are found in proportions enormously higher than their share of the population, will recognize the resemblance between those two groups. Indeed, both Jews and Asians have been victims of university-imposed quotas: Jews were often kept out of prestigious universities from the 1920s to the 1960s, and Asians have been denied places at elite universities by means of racial quotas and preferences since the 1970s. Even so, they excel: it is said, perhaps apocryphally, that two decades ago the most common last name in the Harvard faculty directory was Cohen, and now it is Chen. The resemblance between Jews and Asians is the least close of the three examined here, however. The Jews who immigrated in vast numbers from 1890 to 1924 were almost all Yiddish-speaking Ashkenazim from the Russian and Austro-Hungarian empires, with a similar cultural background; they quickly outnumbered the German Jews who had come over in much smaller numbers earlier. In contrast, Asians come from many different countries and cultures. The concentration here will be on the Chinese and other East Asian groups that have been subject, in different ways, to persecution and the vicissitudes of war, as were the Jewish immigrants of a century ago.

It should be added that some groups of immigrants have been left out, not because they were or are unimportant, but because I do not see resemblances between those of earlier times and those  of today. For instance, there seem to be today no equivalents to the German, Scandinavian, Polish, and other non-Jewish eastern European immigrants of a hundred years ago, and the South Asian or Middle Eastern immigrants of today seem to have no parallels from a century ago.

If there are great resemblances between the immigrants of 1900 and 2000, there is a great difference in the responses of the American elite then and now. In the early twentieth century, elite Americans were preoccupied with immigration. This was perhaps because immigrants were so numerous and visible in the center of the great cities where the elite was concentrated—New York, Boston, Philadelphia, Chicago. These elites responded with a call for “Americanization.” Foremost among the advocates of Americanization was Theodore Roosevelt, who said in 1915, “We cannot afford to use hundreds of thousands of immigrants merely as industrial assets while they remain social outcasts and menaces any more than 50 years ago we could afford to keep the black man merely as an industrial asset and not as a human being.”10 The answer was not to end immigration: Presidents William Howard Taft and Woodrow Wilson, an elite Republican and an elite Democrat, both vetoed bills that would have restricted the numbers allowed in. Americanization, they felt, was the appropriate solution, and they saw the process as a mutually beneficial bargain. John Miller describes its terms: “Immigrants needed to become a part of American society, not mere sojourners in it. They had responsibilities to their new home. In a rough order of priority, these included living by its laws, working at jobs, learning English, and earning citizenship. The native-born population would reap some reward when immigrants performed any of these duties, ranging from simple matters like the preservation of the peace to more complex benefits like economic gain, national cohesion, and domestic tranquility. The immigrant would profit as well, went the thinking, since assimilation underwrote success in the United States.”11 Elite organizations and government agencies fostered  the teaching of English and appreciation of American civic ideals.12 Of course, the elites did not entirely welcome immigrants into their midst; Jews especially were excluded from elite corporations, law firms, universities, and clubs. Even so, by any measure Americanization was an overwhelming success.

In the last third of the twentieth century, however, elite Americans have not been preoccupied with immigration and have tended to regard “Americanization” as an uncouth expression of nationalistic pride or a form of bigotry. Although immigrants have again moved in large numbers to our great cities, they tend to live in outlying neighborhoods that members of the elite, speeding by on freeways or in train tunnels, seldom see—South Central and East Los Angeles, the outer boroughs of New York City, and so forth. The vast immigration of the late twentieth century, which elite opinion did not anticipate, has been seen through the prism of the civil rights experience; indeed, President Lyndon Johnson made immigration reform a priority in 1965 because he saw the old system of national origin quotas as a form of unfair discrimination. Based on the assumption that Latino and Asian immigrants would face the same problems as blacks—that they would be met with racial or ethnic discrimination in employment, housing, public accommodations, and admission to elite institutions; that they would be plagued by poverty—the solutions became to give immigrants the protections of civil rights legislation. This quickly came to mean granting them the benefits of racial quotas and of massive government spending programs. At the same time, the civil rights movement and the turmoil of the late 1960s filled the elite with doubt about basic American values, even as that movement prompted the country to live up to those values as it never had before. Elites came to see Americanization as the unfair subjection of members of other races and cultures.13 They came to celebrate, as Al Gore did in 1994, an America that would be made up of separate and disparate “multicultural” groups, fenced off in their own communities, entitled to make  demands on the larger society but without any responsibility to assimilate to American mores.14 This outlook, along with the governmental policies and administrative practices it fosters, has in many cases retarded assimilation.

We risk forgetting the lessons our history teaches when we say that America suddenly and for the first time has become a multicultural nation. Though it may have seemed natural in the wake of the civil rights experience to view Latino and Asian immigrants as new races whose experience and whose problems would be similar to those of blacks, the needs and experiences of blacks are very different from those of Latinos and Asians. Ethnic or racial discrimination has been only a small obstacle to the success of these immigrant groups. It is far more instructive to observe that the experiences and problems of Latinos and Asians more closely resemble those of Italians and Jews a century before, just as the experiences and the problems of the blacks who moved out of the rural, segregated South to the urban centers of the North more closely resemble those of the Irish Catholics who left British-ruled Ireland.

By stepping back from the prevalent view of the immigrant and minority groups, we see how misguided some of our policies and programs are. It is absurd, for instance, to grant immigrants quotas and preferences that are based on past discrimination because, as John Miller points out, “foreign-born newcomers almost by definition cannot have experienced a past history of discrimination in the United States.”15 Even more absurd and counterproductive have been the so-called bilingual education programs, which have kept Latino immigrants’ children in Spanish-language instruction and denied them the knowledge of English that they need to advance in American society. What these immigrants need is what Americanization supplied the immigrants of a hundred years ago—a knowledge of English and basic reading and mathematics skills, an appreciation of the American civic culture, a fair chance at moving ahead as far as  their abilities will take them. We need to learn the good lessons our forebears taught, even as we strive to avoid their mistakes.

 



A word about the title. Many may object that blacks are not new Americans. They are of course right. Americans of African descent tend to have ancestors who arrived earlier in this country than most Americans. But it is also true—indeed it is the central tragedy of American history—that blacks did not enjoy the full rights of American citizenship until the 1960s. In that sense, and that sense only, they qualify as new Americans for the purpose of this book.
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IRISH AND BLACKS

“We are a primitive people, wandering wildly in a strange land, the nineteenth century.”

—ANONYMOUS IRISH IMMIGRANT


 


“Perhaps never in history has a more utterly unprepared folk wanted to go to the city; we [southern blacks] were barely born as a folk when we headed for the tall and sprawling centers of steel and stone.”

—RICHARD WRIGHT
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To most Americans today, it is not immediately obvious that the black migrants who left the rural South for the industrial cities of the North starting in the 1940s resemble the Irish immigrants who left rural Ireland and crossed the ocean to the great cities of the Atlantic seaboard starting in the 1840s. Yet the resemblances are many.

Both the Irish and the blacks came from an old country where they were second-caste citizens—the Irish from “Britain’s other island,” the blacks from the segregated American South. Both were barred, because of their religion or their race, from government and politics. As tenant farmers many Irish and as sharecroppers many blacks were effectively excluded from the market economy. Both were ordinarily denied all but a rudimentary education. “The movement of the progressive societies,” wrote the English legal  historian Sir Henry Maine a century ago, “has hitherto been a movement from Status to Contract.”1 That is to say, it was a movement from a society in which how you were treated depended on who you were—free or unfree, Protestant or Catholic, white or black—to a society in which how you were treated depended on voluntary agreements between you and others. But British-ruled Ireland and the segregated South were not progressive societies in Maine’s sense. Irish Catholics in the 1840s and southern blacks in the 1940s lived in societies where on important matters they were defined by status, not contract. They could never escape the adverse consequences of being Catholic or being black. They might be guaranteed subsistence by the owners of the land they worked, but they could expect to reap no other benefits: there was no reliable connection between effort and reward. Their subordinate status inevitably had an impact on their personal lives. Their males were demeaned and denied respect because of their subservient economic status, and fathers often deserted their families.

These were peoples whose experiences infected them with fatalism: they did not do things, things happened to them. But one aspect of their lives they controlled: their religion. The Irish had the Catholic Church, which was not controlled by the ruling Protestants; southern blacks had their own Protestant sects, with ministers who were not controlled by the ruling whites. For all their religious faith, violence and crime were common in their communities, with the ruling class indifferent to Irish-on-Irish or black-on-black crime. Yet in these difficult circumstances the Irish and blacks nevertheless managed to develop a protest politics of great strength and moral force, a movement in which their churches played leading roles, before their respective great migrations began.

Both began leaving the old country in large numbers in a moment of crisis, when their old way of life suddenly became unfeasible—with the outbreak of the potato famine in the 1840s  and the introduction of the mechanical cotton picker and the onset of World War II in the 1940s. In the new country of the American North, both the Irish and blacks were unsophisticated rural people suddenly thrust in very large numbers into the nation’s most sophisticated great cities. Both were noticeably different from others in these cities—different in appearance, different in accent and their use of language, different in behavior. Both met with discrimination. The Irish and blacks worked mostly at unskilled jobs and earned low incomes compared to others, though economically they were significantly better off than in the old country. Neither showed much entrepreneurial impulse; with no experience in economic activity, few started their own businesses.

Both groups were also in many ways fenced off from the larger society. For several generations, the Irish and blacks had continuing contact with the places from which they came, and few intermarried with other groups. To be sure, however, the consequences of intermarriage in America were very different: the children of Irish/non-Irish marriages often found their Irish identification obscured, while the children of black/white marriages to this day are almost invariably classified as black.

The Irish and blacks each created and dominated their own churches, the Irish within the hierarchical structure of the Catholic Church, where in America they usually encountered non-Irish Catholics, blacks in the more entrepreneurial setting of churches that have had few if any non-black members.

Even in the new country, family ties among both groups proved to be weak; fatherlessness was common, as many men abandoned their wives and children or were victims of work accidents and crime. Crime rates among both groups were high, significantly higher than among other groups in the city, with crime becoming markedly more visible about a decade after the great migrations began. And about twenty years after the migrations started, large numbers of both groups took part in bloody urban  riots—the draft riots of the 1860s and the urban riots of the 1960s. (More people died in the New York draft riot of 1863 than in the Watts riot of 1965 and the Detroit riot of 1967 combined.) Both groups had high rates of substance abuse—alcohol with the Irish, alcohol plus marijuana and crack cocaine with blacks.

Despite all these disadvantages, both groups produced many examples of excellence. The Irish and black communities produced many notable sports heroes and entertainment figures. Both, that is, put an indelible imprint on American popular culture long before they became fully interwoven into the fabric of American life.

With their traditions of peaceful protest and their sense of grievance against an unfair larger society, both groups looked to control of government as a means of advancement, and both excelled at politics. They built their own political organizations, modeled on their churches: the Irish, hierarchical political machines; blacks, ad hoc organizations assembled by charismatic local leaders. They were initially the object of competition between Democrats and Whigs or Republicans, but within about twenty years both became heavily, almost unanimously, Democratic. Both used politics to create large numbers of public sector jobs for their own people. In some cities where they were majorities—Boston and Jersey City for the Irish, Detroit and Washington for blacks—they created a predatory politics, which overloaded the public payroll and neglected to enforce the law, ultimately damaging the cities’ private economies. But in other cities and in state and national politics, members of these groups also provided competent and constructive political leadership.

Convergence to the American mean—rising to levels of average income and education—was for both groups very slow. They were handicapped by the habit of mind that cherished grievances against a fundamentally unfair society whose rules they saw no reason to obey. This habit of mind, functional in the genuinely unfair status societies of Ireland and the American South, proved  dysfunctional in the more ambiguous—partly fair, partly unfair—contract society of the northern American city. A continuing preoccupation with religious, ethnic, or racial grievance persisted for many years, understandably so given the viciously discriminatory character of the old country and the continuing discrimination in the new. The Irish bemoaned “No Irish need apply” signs long after most had disappeared and insisted that Al Smith had been defeated in 1928 only because he was an Irish Catholic, though there is no reason to believe any Democrat could have won the White House that year. Blacks remained alert for signs of racism and discrimination even as these became less common, and many were fixated on charges of white mass killings of black children in Atlanta or the burning of black churches in the rural South, though the Atlanta killer turned out to be black and most of the churches were burned in accidents or by blacks.

But both groups, like almost all migrants and immigrants, had headed to areas of rapid economic growth and partook of at least some of the benefits. Within fifty years of the initial migrations, there were many lace-curtain Irish and middle-class blacks. Discrimination held back many members of both groups, but so did the widespread fatherlessness, which tended to produce economic dependency and crime—the characteristics of a stubbornly persistent underclass. Still, dysfunctional habits of mind tend to grow weaker over the generations. America’s elites, never much bothered by discrimination against the Irish, caustically scorned Irish cultural behavior and Irish patronage politics, to the point that Irish leaders felt obliged to pretend at least to adhere to the standards of the larger society. Over time, this presumably weakened the sense of grievance and the dysfunctional habits of mind brought over from the old country. Society addressed the ills of the Irish through private charities, the settlement house movement, temperance societies, and police forces, all of which tried to improve individuals’ conduct and to help people conform to the standards of the larger society. The Irish rose to average levels of  income and education by the 1950s, and in 1960 an Irish Catholic was elected president of the United States. The Irish had finally become interwoven into the fabric of American life.

In contrast, America’s elites, who from the 1870s to the 1960s had generally ignored racism and segregation, in the early 1960s took a strong stand against discriminating against blacks—a great improvement over their predecessors’ treatment of the Irish. Starting in the late 1960s and early 1970s, these elites championed programs of vast public spending and lenient law enforcement. These programs purposefully avoided trying to improve individuals’ conduct and to help them conform to the standards of the larger society—that was called “blaming the victim”—and gave sanction to behaviors that resulted in the tripling of crime and welfare in the decade after 1965—trends that gravely harmed many black Americans. In the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s, America’s corporate, university, and media elites gave their imprimatur to the system of racial quotas, preferences, and set-asides that has strengthened the sense of grievance, racial consciousness, and, on elite campuses and in workplaces, the dysfunctional habit of mind which holds that the larger society is fundamentally unfair and that one has no obligation to obey it. These policies resulted from the same good motives that prompted civil rights laws and an end to legal segregation in the South. Unlike those measures, however, the new system had bad as well as good effects on black Americans and has probably retarded their movement toward becoming interwoven into the fabric of American life.

Nevertheless, there is much reason for optimism. In the 1990s the black middle class continued to expand, while crime and welfare dependency trended sharply downward. Moreover, as the experience of the Irish shows, this country is by its nature far readier than any other to interweave peoples of different background and sometimes dysfunctional behavior into the national fabric. It took 120 years for the Irish; it may not take as long for blacks.





CHAPTER 1

THE IRISH

America’s Political Immigrants
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THE OLD COUNTRY 


A traveler in western Ireland today sees hundreds of stone walls dividing the green land into thousands of tiny plots. In some plots are the ruins of stone houses, long ago abandoned; in others, a few animals graze; most are simply vacant. But once they were separate farms—mute evidence that at one time this was a much more thickly populated land, with thousands of tenant farmers raising potatoes until the crop failed in the potato famine of 1846. There were 8.2 million people counted in Ireland in the 1841 census, many more than the 5.2 million on the island today. These numbers tell a story of demographic disaster and mass emigration. More than 1 million people in Ireland died in the years of the famine; some 4 million emigrated over the next fifty years, the very large majority of them going to the United  States. Ireland was the source of the first mass migration of seemingly alien immigrants to the young republic.

This did not seem foreordained to the Americans or the Irish in the years before the famine. Fifty years earlier, Ireland had not been so very different from England in population or industrial development. Travelers today can see the eighteenth-century row houses that made Dublin the second largest Georgian city in the British Empire, and in the countryside beyond, the canals built then are still operating. In 1800 Ireland had 5 million people, not that much less than England’s 10 million. But England had an industrial revolution and Ireland a famine; by 1900 the figures were 4 million for Ireland and 32 million for England.1 The textile loom succeeded and the potato failed.

But there was another important difference between England and Ireland. Ireland was a possession of the king of England, and after the Protestant William III defeated the Catholic James II at the Battle of the Boyne in 1690, severe laws were passed against the large majority of Irish who were Catholic. Catholics were forbidden from voting for or serving in Parliament; they could not be lawyers or serve in local government (Edmund Burke’s father converted to Protestantism and became a lawyer).2 Many restrictions on Catholics’ freedom of worship, education, entering the professions, and owning land were removed between 1778 and 1792, and in 1793 Catholic forty-shilling freeholders were given the right to vote.3 But full Catholic emancipation did not follow; in 1801 Prime Minister William Pitt of Britain promised to enact it, but King George III insisted on his veto, and Pitt resigned in protest. The remaining restrictions made it clear that Catholics were second-class citizens. The courts were famously unfair, and in response the Irish developed, in the words of author William V. Shannon, “the art of soft deception (‘blarney’) and the disingenuous oath which is not really an oath at all. These were acts of the imagination designed to oblige the hearer with the fiction of compliance while preserving fidelity to one’s own conception of justice.”4


So in the early nineteenth century, Catholic landholding was still sharply limited; on death, a Catholic’s land was divided among his sons, unless the oldest son converted to Protestantism, in which case he inherited it all. Most Irish peasants rented their land from large Protestant landholders, at terms the landowners set. Typically they lived in a traditional village or clachan, which Peter Quinn calls “a clump of cabins that leaned on one another,” where there was an “incessant emphasis on singing, dancing, and storytelling.” 5 Catholic schools and education abroad were prohibited, the public display of crosses was banned, and Catholic priests were barred from stepping outside their parishes.6 Despite British restrictions, Catholic priests were typically trained at the seminary in Douai in northern France. After the French Revolution, the British allowed the establishment of seminaries in Maynooth and Carlow, not far from Dublin—and, presumably to gain leverage, granted them a government subsidy. The Catholic priest was the one figure who could provide rapid communication between Irish Catholics and articulate Catholic complaints against British rule. Indeed, the Church was the one institution Irish Catholics effectively controlled. Hence the British attempts to restrict the Church. Over time, however, these efforts became less effective, and the Church became more influential during the political agitation in the 1820s and in the famine years of the 1840s.7


Irish Catholics were considered a lower caste, excluded from government and forced to live mostly as tenant farmers, with little access to the economic marketplace. This was “a classic case of racial oppression,” writes one historian. “Native Irish, Celts, or Gaels (as well as ‘Papists’ and other equally derogatory names) … were regarded, and frequently spoke of themselves, as a ‘race,’ rather than a nation.”8 For the large majority of the Irish there was, to use Sir Henry Maine’s terms, little progress from status to contract. Irish Catholics were stuck in a condition where their status determined everything and afforded them little opportunity to make their way ahead.

This had its effect on family life, summed up in a pithy phrase in the Harvard Encyclopedia of American Ethnic Groups: “permanent celibacy and delayed marriage.”9 Men, unable to own property and severely restricted in their ability to make a living, often married late or not at all.10 The system encouraged irresponsible behavior and a servility that must have deprived men of moral authority inside the home as well as outside. In the early 1800s, historian Charles Morris writes, “Ireland was still mostly a primitive, preliterate society, notable for its charm, its music, and its tall tales, and the utter shiftlessness of its rural masses. The Irish peasant character that emerges from these accounts is much like that of the Sambo archetype in the American South—oppressively servile … but watchful and crafty, master of the indirect statement and the half-truth, comically lazy, and occasionally dangerous.”11 Even men who did marry or father children did not take a lead role in their families and often were absent.

Over the course of the eighteenth century, the religious and land restrictions imposed on Irish Catholics met with “sporadic terror” from rural vigilante groups,12 but with no political revolt. (The unsuccessful 1798 revolt against the British government was led mostly by Irish Protestants, who tended to oppose votes for Catholics.)13 But there was still memory of a time when a different order had seemed possible. Even today, Catholics in Northern Ireland consider it a grievous provocation when Protestants march through Catholic neighborhoods celebrating William III’s victory—and the Catholic James II’s defeat—at the Battle of the Boyne more than three hundred years ago. They remain aware that, had the battle gone the other way, they might not have had to live under Protestant rule. The failure of the 1798 uprising, the passage in 1801 of the Act of Union, which abolished the separate Irish Parliament, the British victory over Napoleon’s France—all made it seem extremely unlikely that British rule could be ended. But the terms of British rule might change: many British leaders from Pitt on favored Catholic  emancipation, and the enfranchisement of forty-shilling life tenants gave at least some Catholics the vote. As a result, by the nineteenth century Irish Catholics were aware that government action could change the system they hated, which focused their attention on the political realm.

“There is a moral electricity in the continuous expression of public opinion concentrated on a single point,” said Daniel O’Connell, the organizer of Irish mass politics in the 1820s. O’Connell was a west Ireland landowner, a Catholic who spoke Irish (Americans commonly refer to this language as Gaelic) and was educated in France, a lawyer elected to Parliament in 1828 who became one of the great orators of the House of Commons. In 1823 he formed the Catholic Association, which, with strong support from the Catholic Church, quickly became a mass orga-ization capable of raising 20,000 pounds a year. This was arguably the first European mass political party, developed around the same time Martin Van Buren was organizing the supporters of Andrew Jackson into the Democratic Party in the United States. O’Connell, writes historian William O’Connor Morris, “formed the bold design of combining the Irish millions, under the superintendence of the native priesthood, into a vast league against the existing order of things, and of wresting the concession of the Catholic claims from every opposing party in the state by an agitation, continually kept up, and embracing almost the whole of the people, but maintained within constitutional limits, though menacing and shaking the frame of society.”14 He led monster rallies, “backed up,” as historian R. F. Foster writes, “by the implicit threat of mass disobedience, of unilateral withdrawal of allegiance, even of a refusal to recognize the legitimacy of the state.”15 A Catholic Association candidate was elected to Parliament in 1826; the Catholic Association had deployed priests, hired salaried agents, established travel facilities for outlying voters, and provided alternative jobs or housing to tenant voters harassed by their landlords.16 O’Connell, elected two years later,  led a bloc of thirty-six Irish members to force passage of the Catholic Emancipation Act of 1829, which removed restrictions against Catholics in politics and landholding, but at the price of the dissolution of the Catholic Association and raising the requirement for life tenants’ voting from 40 shillings to 10 pounds.17 Maintaining his Irish MPs as a key balancing force in the 1830s, O’Connell began to demand repeal of the 1801 Act of Union, though he was careful to remain ambiguous about an alternative. In 1843 he planned a massive rally for repeal in Clontarf, near Dublin, then cancelled it under pressure from Prime Minister Robert Peel. He was prosecuted anyway and sentenced to a year in jail, but the House of Lords quashed his conviction. O’Connell took no part in politics after the famine of 1846—he died on a pilgrimage to Rome in 1847—but he had developed a sectarian Catholic mass political party as well as what Foster calls a “lively culture of political engagement.”18 By the famine year of 1846, Catholic Ireland was economically stagnant but politically vibrant.




THE CRISIS: THE 1840s 

In July 1845 disaster struck Ireland. Just before harvest time, the green leaves on the potato plants in field after field suddenly turned black. Farmers frantically tried to pare off the black leaves, but even when they could they found the potatoes underground already putrid. Fortunately the famine struck only 30 percent to 40 percent of the potatoes, and relief efforts—government workhouses fed American corn to nearly 10 percent of the population—were able to feed most of the peasants threatened with starvation. But in the summer of 1846 the potato blight returned—and this time it destroyed almost all the potato crop. This meant disaster for Ireland: except in eastern Ulster, where the poor subsisted on oatmeal, Ireland’s rapidly growing  peasantry lived almost entirely on potatoes. The new English ministry of Lord John Russell distributed food on more stringent terms than the old ministry of Sir Robert Peel, and so, despite the efforts of some landlords, Catholic and Protestant clergymen, Irish and British Quakers, and Irish-Americans, between 1.1 and 1.5 million Irish people died from starvation and famine-related disease. Ireland lacked the infrastructure to transport and distribute food in amounts needed to relieve everyone, and, in the huts between the tiny fields bounded by stone walls, many peasants simply huddled and died. In 1847 the potato blight abated, but it returned in full force in 1848 and continued to afflict the potatoes for six more years. Not until 1855 did the potato harvest return to the levels of the early 1840s—far too late for hundreds of thousands of Irish peasants.19


Even before the famine, many peasants were leaving overcrowded Ireland, with most going to the United States. Between 1834, when emigration suddenly stepped up, and 1845, 367,000 Irish immigrants came to America. That flow of immigration would surely have continued even if the potato blight had not appeared,20 but the famine increased it by astonishing proportions. More than 2 million Irish—a quarter of the pre-famine population—left for the United States, Britain, Canada, and, in a few cases, Australia;21 1,238,000 million Irish arrived in the United States in the nine years from 1846 to 1854. Many risked the perils of a winter crossing. Weakened by hunger and disease, some 30 percent of those headed to British North America and 9 percent headed to the United States died on “coffin ships” during the voyage22—levels of mortality reminiscent of the slave ships of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Another 269,000 Irish came to America from 1855 to 1860, before the Civil War cut down (but by no means ended) the migration. In only fifteen years, 1.5 million Irish moved to a country that, at the beginning of the period, had only 20.8 million people.23


The numbers abated, but the pattern had been set. Chain migration naturally followed: Irish emigrants crossed the ocean and headed to the neighborhoods where relatives, friends, and neighbors had already established a beachhead. Between 1861 and 1899 another 2,164,000 Irish immigrated to the United States; between 1900 and 1914, when World War I virtually shut down transatlantic migration, 482,000 more arrived. The total Irish immigration from 1846 to 1914 was 4,153,000.




THE NEW COUNTRY 

“The Irish were a rural people in Ireland and became a city people in the United States,” writes author William V. Shannon.24 From the very start of mass migration, very few Irish immigrants moved to the interior of the country and became farmers, as many Germans did. They headed to Boston and Philadelphia and, especially, New York. This sudden mass immigration had a massive effect on the big cities. By 1850, 26 percent of New York City’s residents were born in Ireland; by 1855, 28 percent of the residents of New York State were Irish-born—and this did not include the immigrants’ young children born in the United States.25 Although some Irish immigrants did head west, almost all settled in cities; 90 percent of Irish-Americans lived in urban areas in 1920.26


Why did the Irish stay in the cities, when nearly all had worked as farmers? For one thing, it was lonely on the prairie, the new frontier lands, Shannon points out.27 But it wasn’t too lonely for other immigrants of the day. Also, it required capital to move west in those days before the Homestead Act, and many Irish immigrants had barely scraped together enough cash to get across the ocean. Of course, few immigrants arrived laden down with cash. Probably the strongest explanation is that the Irish simply didn’t want to farm. In Ireland they had been tenants, with few  rights and few opportunities to learn how to manage a farm. The one crop they knew well, potatoes, had failed them dismally. As Pulitzer Prize–winning author Frank McCourt puts it, “Our forebears, landing on the eastern seaboard of the United States, hesitated to move inland, where they could have farmed to their hearts’ content. Oh, no, they weren’t going to be caught again. Look at what the land had done to them in Ireland. They’d stay in the big cities, never again be victims of the treacherous spud.”28 And when given a chance, they were not very good farmers. In 1880, long after the famine, Bishop John Ireland of St. Paul imported two dozen families from Connemara in the far west of Ireland and settled them on Minnesota farms; they planted no crops, built no buildings, ate their seed, and slaughtered many animals. To save them from starving in the northern winter, Bishop Ireland brought them back to St. Paul and put them on diocesan welfare.29 The Irish naturally associated farming with a tenant system they hated and with a crop that produced disaster. They wanted no part of it. So in a nation where the large majority lived on farms, they stayed in the big cities.

Certainly they did not settle in cities because they had any experience with city life or because they fit easily into urban America. To the contrary: there was an enormous cultural gap between urban American and traditional Irish societies.30 As historian Kerby Miller writes, “In 1845–55, an unprecedented proportion of the Irish immigrants were traditionalist peasants, often Irish-speakers, who might never have emigrated under normal circumstances and who carried to the New World pre-modern attitudes and behavior patterns diametrically opposed to those … characterized as typically American.”31 Perhaps one-third of the first huge wave of immigrants spoke Irish and had little or no English.32 That changed within a few decades, as the people of Ireland abandoned the Irish language; by 1900 Ireland was almost entirely English-speaking. But the cultural gap remained for many years. “All things nearly are done in this  country in a different way,” Miller quotes one immigrant as saying. “Had I fallen from the clouds amongst this people, I could not feel more isolated, more bewildered,” said another. “We are a primitive people,” said a third, “wandering wildly in a strange land, the nineteenth century.”33


That primitiveness was apparent in the most concrete ways. American cities in this period were developing municipal water systems, building sewers, paving streets, and working to keep pigs and other animals from roaming the streets freely. Civic elites realized that for a city like New York, with more than 400,000 people crowded onto Manhattan Island below 14th Street, such measures were necessary to maintain public health. The Irish, fresh from their well-watered green fields, accustomed to living in the tight quarters of the clachan, had no such understanding. As Thomas Sowell writes, “The importance of proper garbage disposal, to keep the neighborhood from being overrun with rats, was one of the many similar facts of urban life that every rural group new to the city would have to learn over the years, beginning with the Irish and continuing with many others to the present day. None paid a higher price than the Irish in their years of adjustment. Cholera, which had been unknown before, swept through Boston in 1849, concentrated almost exclusively in Irish neighborhoods. In New York, cholera was also disproportionately observed in Irish wards.”34 Irish immigrants also had New York’s highest rates of typhus and typhoid fever.35 Infant mortality was appalling, even by the standards of the time, and the conditions of life degrading.36 As Charles Morris notes, “Even Irish apologists like Thomas D’Arcy McGee admitted that the Irish needed time and understanding to learn the habits and discipline required in their new country.”37
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