Discussion of Street Meeting
We’ve been discussing the role of immigration in the United States. One of the problems with the topic is that typically, immigration in America involves some invocation of the Ellis Island story, where people became part of the American character through a shared story of struggle and accomplishment. They managed to escape conditions in their home countries (religious/political persecution, economic troubles, etc.), make the difficult journey here, and survive the inspection process of Ellis Island, passing through the gate into the land of opportunity. Immigrants thus get enveloped into the larger story of the “self-made man” and the “American Dream,” which we dealt with in the section on class.  There’s a clear bifurcation between being part of the “Old Country” and America. You’re either American or something else.
As we’ve seen, the problem is that there is a mythical element to this story, just as there was to the “self-made man” and “the American Dream.” Not all immigrants who came through Ellis Island wanted to stay here. Ellis Island was not a “sacred space” for many immigrants; it was a dreaded space. It is only sacred because of its association with the Statue of Liberty, a later attachment. The entire concept of celebrating one’s ethnic heritage, in fact, flies in the face of the emphasis on assimilation that prevailed in the nineteenth century. Only after the 1960s could one actually be proud of one’s roots as an “Ellis Island white.”
The “new” immigrants, it seems, have no such sacred space. Do we count the Sonora Desert as sacred space? John F. Kennedy Airport? I had a student in this course two years ago who was a British immigrant; she said her “sacred space” was the Long Beach Hilton. How do the “new” immigrants tell their story to make them part of the American character? How do they invoke the language of struggle that permeates the story we tell about immigrants?
Mark Wild’s book is one of many relatively recent works that have blown a big hole in the concept of “us” vs. “them” in American history with respect to race and ethnicity. He references this briefly on page 3 when he notes the concept of the “middle ground,” which is footnoted (I know nobody looks at footnotes). There is an entire body of scholarly work on the idea of a “middle ground,” which started with Richard White’s 1991 book on the relations between Indian and European cultures in the Great Lakes between 1650 and 1815 (The Middle Ground: Indians, Empires, and Republics in the Great Lakes Region).  White’s thesis is that various cultures interacted with each other in complex ways that involved adaptation, cooperation, and negotiation; whites and Indians, in other words, BOTH compromised to find a “middle ground” that worked in terms of trade and compatibility. In the process, the lines between the cultures were blurred. So, White showed us that “whites” vs. “Indians” was a misnomer in the colonial and the early Republic era. 
So we get to Wild’s thesis: Los Angeles in the early twentieth century exemplified this kind of fluid environment, where racial and ethnic interactions were not fixed, but instead involved negotiation and compromise. Immigrants and other non-white residents resisted Anglo attempts to isolate ethnic groups into rigid geographic areas, or control social, sexual, and other relationships.  This is a direct counter to the “sacred space” theory of immigration history, which has focused on distinct ethnic neighborhoods as places of meaning for distinct ethnic groups (Chinatowns, Little Italy, etc.). Wild is challenging the whole idea of an ethnic sacred space. He’s saying that Los Angeles’s diverse population didn’t think in those terms (“us” vs. “them”) but instead resisted attempts to force them into that dichotomy. Wild is really forcing us to rethink the whole notion of assimilation, and he’s working within a crowded field of scholars who have published in this area. 
I won’t walk you through the entire book (you can read), but I will point out some key moments/features of each chapter.
Introduction

Wild starts and ends the book at the time of the Second World War, which is at the end of his period of analysis. He’s interested in events before the War, noting that the urbanization of the late nineteenth century brought up the question of who should be included this new, modern American community (page 4). The creation of Los Angeles as an urban space in the early twentieth century, a space into which flooded all kinds of people, forced this question into the forefront of L.A. culture and politics. Wild’s project is to show us that immigrants and other non-whites resisted attempts to either assimilate them into Anglo-American society or isolate them into ethnic enclaves. 
Chapter One

Wild discusses early California history to show the fluid nature of society prior to Anglicization. He spends a lot of time discussing individual neighborhoods/areas. Note that places like Watts, Chinatown, Little Tokyo, and South Central were multiethnic communities, not the ethnic enclaves we think of today. There’s a comment by a Federal Writers Project worker on page 31 – they couldn’t map one area because it was so racially intermixed. 
Chapter Two

This is, in my opinion, the most important chapter in the book. Wild establishes the Anglo view, and the attempt to create Los Angeles as a “white spot” of racially pure space (p. 38). On page 39, he remarks that the concept of a white spot meant that there were non-white spots – a recognition of the changing nature of America. He comments on the idea of envisioned bounded, distinct ethnic communities that could be isolated or assimilated. This idea of “imagined communities” comes from another scholarly work by Benedict Anderson (Imagined Communities , 1983); Anderson wrote about the creation of nation states through drawing borders (countries such as Iraq, for example, were ‘imagined’ through post-war border construction – Iraq is one such “imagined” nation state, by the way). Wild is drawing on this scholarship to make the case that the notion of contained ethnic enclaves – including “white spots” – were the product of Anglo imagination in the nineteenth and twentieth century. 
Another element of this chapter is the concept of the corporate reconstruction of American capitalism. This is a big topic, and Wild does a so-so job of discussing it. In essence, this concept is that American capitalism began to deemphasize competition and entrepreneurialism in the early twentieth century, instead embracing a managerial model based on the reality of the rise of the modern bureaucratic corporation. Because early capitalism in the late nineteenth century caused disorder, such as labor strikes, cycles of boom and bust in the economy, and vast discrepancies between incomes/classes, cooperation between business and government seemed more orderly. As Wild comments, this reconstruction involved viewing America as a collection of special interests.
Note the importance of homes to project the middle-class Christian values equated with whiteness (page 42). Here, race and class are equated around the ideal of moral purity we saw in the last section of the course. Same thing with the City Beautiful movement, the LAHC, and the CCIH – all involved the establishment of those middle-class behaviors/values we saw earlier. The CCIH in particular sought to rehabiliate and “Americanize” urban dwellers through programs aimed at women in the domestic sphere, changing the social practices of people, and modifying the physical appearance of neighborhoods (page 48).

We will discuss race theory in a bit – note the racialization of immigrants. Some groups were deemed incapable of assimilation (Mexicans – see page 51). Also, note the role of zoning in Los Angeles – areas zoned for industrial development were populated by African Americans and immigrants (page 54). 

Olvera Street and Chinatown became idealized, romanticized “imagined” communities (page 59) as a means of controlling particular groups of non-whites. One way of dealing with people who don’t fit the Anglo image of middle-class society is to turn them into exotic “others” valuable for tourism. I used to use an old reading on rap/hip-hop that included the term “cultural tourism” – Patricia Rose gets at this, too: white people buy hip hop to safely experience what they think is authentic black culture. This is very similar to what Olvera Street and Chinatown were about…. We’ll revisit this concept big time with the Harlem Renaissance.

Chapter 3

The rest of the chapters in Wild’s book are his evidence. This is how historians work. They tell you their interpretation/theory of history, then they “show off” with their evidence (which is where they spend all of their time, digging around in archives, or interviewing scads of people, or otherwise doing research). If you have to spend time in your college career reading history books, this is a good indicator of how to read one if you have limited time. The first chapter or two will present the argument. The middle chapters will give you the evidence. The conclusion will wrap it all up. It doesn’t always work this way, but it often does. 
This chapter uses the Church of All Nations as an example of how Los Angeles’ residents fought attempts to contain or Anglicize them. It’s an interesting chapter, I think, because Oxnam was an unusual reformer in many ways: he supported ethnic intermarriage, wasn’t insistent on people giving up their native religion, and understood the multi-ethnic character of the area. Nevertheless, the Church of All Nations was, according to Wild, seen as an “exotic institution” (page 92). Notice, again, the predominant theme of middle-class morals (movie night, gender roles in Boys and Girls clubs, etc.), and the connections to working class political causes. Some very interesting class issues at work here.
Chapter 4
Here’s Wild’s second example: attempts to “civilize” children. The Playground movement was designed to develop citizenship skills, gender-appropriate characteristics, morally acceptable behaviors… (page 101), but kids fought back, viewing them as places of integration. The material on schools is disheartening to me (tracking, dropout rates, etc.) and I wonder if you think we still live with these issues for the same reasons Wild discusses or do ethnic academic performance differences have to do with other factors today?
Chapter 5

Another interesting chapter – Wild’s exploration of sexual relationships as a means of flaunting attempts to Anglicize people. I think it’s self-explanatory (and entertaining), but some things that stick out to me:
The privilege of whiteness extended to prostitution. White prostitutes got more money from clients, and white ‘johns’ were charged more by non-white prostitutes. Everyone seemed to understand the pecking order of racial superiority.

The assumptions about the sexual availability/appetites of non-white women (page 131) should remind you of the Latina stereotypes we discussed in lecture. 

Note the fluidity of race/ethnicity, a topic we’ll discuss at length in the next section. Who gets to be white??? Filipinos were recategorized (page 142), and the story about the Mexican girl who self-identified as Chinese fascinates me (page 145).

Chapter 6
You get some political history in this chapter – how did street speaking allow Los Angelenos to create a multi-ethnic space? 
The Socialist party and labor union connection had a long history. The late nineteenth century saw many, many violent labor strikes (such as Homestead), and thus the IWW in particular became associated with violence. Nationwide, socialism terrified Americans in certain periods, particularly in the early twentieth century as we came out of that violent period. So the October 1910 bombing of the L.A. Times building was a very big deal. What’s interesting is that Wild points out the middle-class nature of mainstream socialism (page 159), which is very true. Socialists looked a lot like the Anglo reformers, as he points out.
Chapter 7
You don’t have to read this one – more political material, and this isn’t a class on politics.

Conclusion

Wild takes us back to where we began, the Second World War, and notes the irony of this post-war period. In spite of the doors opened that led to the Civil Rights movement, redlining and other practices led to increasingly segregated neighborhoods, which Wild calls “spaces of freedom” (page 206) and “ethnoracial territories” (page 207). Wild laments the loss of the truly multi-ethnic neighborhoods he depicts in the book, although he acknowledges that the creation of barrios and ghettos drove the Chicano and Black Power movements. He, like many historians today, ties his study of the past to the present, calling for action. I personally like that. Even if I disagree with the historian’s analysis/interpretation, I think it’s important to make history relevant. Why should we care about the ethnic history of L.A.? Wild tells us why in his conclusion.
