Week 7
Immigration and the Creation of Sacred Space: Ellis Island

Now that we’ve finished the midterm, we move on to our next topic, which is ethnicity. We will be investigating the history of immigration in America, as well as contemporary attitudes about immigration and immigrants. This is sometimes a rather heated topic of discussion, depending on current events. The recent Arizona law regarding immigration has brought this subject back into the fore of American discourse. I can remember semesters in the past when students had extremely emotional discussions on this issue, and I have a feeling that we may be back in those days again.

· We’ll just start scratching the surface of ethnicity and immigration this week, as we had the  midterm to contend with. Our main point for the week is to look at the concept of “sacred space” for immigrants, and to focus on Ellis Island as the primary American immigrant sacred space. Most Americans envision their nation as a refuge for the oppressed, and tend to associate immigration in the past with the Statue of Liberty and Ellis Island. The telling and retelling of this history has resulted in the veritable enshrinement of Ellis Island as a sacred space in America.
· In this lecture, I discuss the history of Ellis Island and the nature of nineteenth-century immigration to America. This often dispels many myths for students who think that all immigrants came here to achieve the “American Dream” of homeownership, citizenship, and becoming part of the American community. That was not the case. 
· We also need to address the enshrinement of Ellis Island as a “special” place for immigrants. It is and was, but not for positive reasons. Ellis Island was a place to get out of, a doorway to the real America. It was a detention center, a screening facility intended to keep the “wrong” kinds of Americans out of the country. It was not welcoming by any stretch of the imagination. Why we have embraced Ellis Island as a “sacred space” for immigrants is a complex story.
The History of Ellis Island
· Before Ellis Island, Castle Garden was set up as immigration station in 1855.  Like Ellis Island, the purpose of Castle Garden was to deny entry to “undesirables,” defined then as prostitutes, conmen, Chinese, convicts, and anyone deemed unable to care for themselves. 

· Racial exclusion was common (and successful), as was corruption – prostitutes and conmen were a fixture at Castle Garden.

· The immigration center was also a center for political patronage, sexual misconduct, robbery, and exploitation of gullible immigrants. There was a congressional investigation that resulted in the eventual shutdown of the center in 1890.  Ellis Island opened in 1892.

· Authorities chose the Ellis Island site to combat corruption, but the same problems persisted there; inspectors forced immigrants to pay bribes, young girls were forced to give sexual favors, there were bogus currency exchange rates… not a happy place. President Teddy Roosevelt overhauled the Ellis Island administration not long after he assumed office in 1901.

· Ellis Island opened when the government created the Immigration and Naturalization Service (the INS, originally called the Bureau of Immigration). Ellis Island was one depot among many (Angel Island, Boston, Baltimore, Philadelphia, and Providence) to filter out undesirable aliens and prevent them from entering U.S.

· Ellis Island closed in 1954 because of reduced immigration. 
Context of Castle Garden and  Ellis Island: Immigrants and Immigration Concerns

We are going to look at various immigrant groups that came through Castle Garden and/or Ellis Island in detail. This exercise shows that not all immigrants came here to achieve the “American Dream.” In fact, individual immigrants came here for many different reasons. We’ll start by looking at one of the earlier groups of nineteenth-century immigrants: the Irish.
· Castle Garden was built in response to a wave of Irish immigration set off by the potato famine.  Irish immigrants began to arrive in the United States in the 1820s – by 1840 this ethnic group constituted nearly half of all immigrants entering the country.  Over the next forty years, some 2.5 million more Irish immigrated into United States.  They were fleeing conditions in Ireland under the potato famine (which merely exacerbated bad conditions that already existed under British rule).  How bad was the famine? Between 1841and 1891, Ireland lost half of its population.  The Irish were one of the earliest immigrants to practice “chain migration,” which involved one relative traveling to the United States and then bringing relatives over after the first family member was established here. However, siblings usually travelled together, so it was a young group of immigrants.  The vast majority of Irish immigrants were women. They were drawn to United States to work in domestic service.  By the 1850s, 80 percent of household servants were Irish women.  
· Why were the Irish so “troublesome” to Americans? Why were they singled out as a “problem” immigrant group (as opposed to the English)? One of the primary problems was related to religious difference. The Irish were overwhelmingly Catholic, and America in the early nineteenth century was a Protestant nation. Catholics were viewed with suspicion. Irish immigrants also came from the lower classes, and had a reputation for being poor and prone to criminal behavior. The Irish cultural acceptance of alcohol, especially hard alcohol, caused alarm among Americans who were concerned with reformist movements emphasizing the middle-class mores we discussed in the last section of the course (work hard, focus, don’t drink, don’t masturbate, etc.). 

· Eventually, the anti-immigrant sentiment culminated into a political opposition movement called the  Know Nothing party. The Know Nothings were comprised of nativists (nativists were people who claimed to be “real” Americans based on their status as second or third generation immigrants, although they didn’t necessarily say that – they didn’t emphasize their ethnic heritage). The Know-Nothings later culminating in the American Party in 1850s. 
·  In terms of the labor market (class issues), Irish and free blacks competed for the same jobs; Irish day laborers were hired to perform work deemed too dangerous for slaves (slaves were property, and expensive – owners didn’t want to risk that loss, so hired cheaper Irish immigrants).  
· Interestingly, the Irish, while not fully “white,” could, however, gain citizenship under 1790 Naturalization Act, which allowed only whites access. The Irish occupied an in-between (the cultural studies term is “liminal”) state – not quite white, but not quite black. 
· Yet they faced more difficulty than Germans, for example, who were Protestant, more educated and skilled, rural, and thus more capable of assimilating. A German coined the term “melting pot.”  Between 1840 and 1880, about 3 million Germans arrived in U.S., constituting about 25 percent of all immigrants.
·   Chinese immigrants settled primarily on West Coast – they were among first gold rushers.  There were 63,000 Chinese in U.S. in 1870, 105,000 by 1880.  Almost all Chinese immigrants were men; women were discouraged by the 1875 Page Law, which treated all Chinese women as potential prostitutes.    Various states passed more and more laws targeting Chinese laborers (they were ineligible for citizenship) to protect white workers from cheaper competition; California imposed a state tax on “coolie labor,” making all Chinese pay a monthly tax just for being in the state.  After the construction of the railroads, Chinese immigrants began moving to other states, starting a national movement against them, eventually resulting in complete exclusion of Chinese immigration.
· Between 1892 and 1954, more than 66 percent of the people who immigrated to America came through Ellis Island; most immigrants to Ellis Island were Italian (southern) or northern European.  Why Italy?  There was a break up of the Italian feudal land system between 1861 and 1899.  In southern Italy, farmers had to compete for small parcels of land in order to purchase lots.  Emigration developed as a means to generate cash to buy property back home.  In central and northern Italy, property remained in large lots in the hands of large estate holders, so peasants stayed in Italy and pursued a militant strategy.  The annual return migration rate to Italy was more than 45 percent.  Few Italian immigrants purchased land in the United States. So, the stereotype of the Italian immigrant coming to America to seek the “American dream” of land ownership and permanent citizenship is a misnomer.
· Many of the immigrants in the later nineteenth century were Jewish and Slavic; they were escaping persecution. There were pogroms (orchestrated programs to round up and eliminate Jews) in Russia during the 1880s and 1890s. During the same time in Germany, Chancellor Bismarck enforced assimilation policies in Prussia targeting Jews, which also resulted in a mass emigration of German Jews to the United States. The majority of these immigrants came as families, while other southern and Eastern Europeans (Italians, Greeks, Bulgarians, and Serbs) were single men. 
· Most of the southeastern European immigrants of the late nineteenth century made up the unskilled labor force; in Carnegie’s steel plants, 11 thousand of the 14 thousand workers came from Southern and Eastern Europe.  “White” Americans, as well as the more established ethnic groups, saw these new immigrants as from the “backwards” races of Europe.  

· Around the time of Ellis Island,  America instituted the INS to enforce immigration laws, which initially were fairly simple: the Chinese Exclusion Act (1882) excluded Chinese from entering the country legally. The Immigration Act of 1891 excluded the mentally disabled, paupers, those who would become public charges, felons, those carrying contagious disease, and those convicted of misdemeanor involving “moral turpitude” from entering the United States. Anarchists were added to the prohibited list in 1903 (President McKinley was assassinated in 1901 by an anarchist); illiterates were added in 1917 as a way to screen against undesirable ethnic groups following World War I (post –World War I was a period of immense fear and ethnic tension). 
· This tendency continued. In 1921, the United States passed the Emergency Immigration Act, which included quotas for immigrants from different nations, favoring northern and western Europe. The  Johnson-Reed Act of 1924 stated that only those  racially eligible could enter country. This legislative history shows that, particularly in the 1920s, America worried a lot about who was coming into the nation, and developed an increasing network of immigration laws to control the ethnic composition of the American character. 
· Immigration dropped from high of 1.2 million in 1907 to 25,000 in 1932, in part because of economic and global factors, but also due to our web of immigration laws. 
· Notice how the classic story of immigration and the American character takes a bit of a beating once you know the history. The Statue of Liberty has an inscription that reads: “Give me your tired, your poor, Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free, The wretched refuse of your teeming shore. Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me. I lift my lamp beside the golden door.” Well, we haven’t exactly welcomed the “homeless,” the “tempest-tost,” the “huddled masses” or the “wretched refuse,” now have we? Not to mention the poor….
When did Ellis Island become sacred space??
· After the Second World War, many Americans changed their attitudes about immigrants. Immigrant groups previously seen as ‘racially’ different became accepted as ethnic Americans.  This was a direct result of the Civil Rights movement, Black Power, and the Latino and Asian American movements. Although these were youth-oriented movements, they may have galvanized older immigrant groups, thus eroding the difference between generations and paving the way for a broader ethnic consciousness. 

· In 1965, the same year that Congress removed immigration quotas and otherwise reformed immigration law, Ellis Island was formally attached to the Statue of Liberty as a National Monument. This established a link between the Statue of Liberty and Ellis Island.
· In 1972, there was enough public funding to support Ellis Island as a museum to allow it to open to public. In his dedication speech, President Nixon stated that: “They didn’t come here for a handout.  They believed in hard work.  They came here for an opportunity and they built America.” See how Nixon linked American’s immigrants of the past with the American dream/middle-class work ethic we discussed in the previous section. The emphasis is on work – a hand up, not a hand out, etc. We saw the same thing with Roosevelt and the New Deal, Herbert Hoover, and Clay from our last section.
· Because of the Civil Rights movement, and the acceptance of one’s racial identity, there was an increasing American interest in ethnic heritage by the 1970s. This is evidenced by the overwhelming success of Alex Haley’s television show Roots in 1977, which involved Haley’s quasi-fictional exploration of his African heritage.
· The new interest in ethnic heritage spurred an interest in restoring Ellis Island and the Statue of Liberty. Private entities engaged in a campaign to create a museum and refurbishing old buildings. One tactic was the creation of the foundation, including the Wall of Honor, which allowed people to donate $100 to have their family listed as having come through Ellis Island. The only problem was that many of the families who donated did not have ancestors who passed through Ellis Island. The fund raising campaign, which was the brainchild of Lee Iaccoca, was thus a marketing campaign, but a historical nightmare in terms of creating a monument that recorded accurate information.
· In 1990, the newly refurbished Ellis Island opened to the public.
· Historian Matthew Jacobson coined the term “Ellis Island Whites” to refer to those white ethnics who share some past history related to the story of immigrant flight from Europe to the United States in late nineteenth- early twentieth centuries. “Ellis Island Whites” can be Polish, Irish, Italian or Greek; their country of origin doesn’t matter.  It’s about being part of an epic, heroic story in the past.  Before the 1960s, it was unheard of to be proud of one’s ethnic ancestry – the concept of an “Ellis Island White” was impossible. Before the 1960s, white ethnics worried about assimilating, and hid their differences to be part of Protestant white America.  After the 1960s, it was cool to be a white ethnic.  As Jacobson says, Ellis Island whiteness trumped Mayflower whiteness (people used to brag about having ancestors who came over on the Mayflower – now they boast about having relatives who came through Ellis Island). 
· Ellis Island’s position as sacred space involves its function as a location of screening, a place of trial and struggle. You had to pass through in order to arrive in America officially. The fact that the Statue of Liberty was visible to immigrants arriving via boat was highly symbolic; the land of freedom awaited, but only if you could pass inspection at Ellis Island.
· Thus Ellis Island Whites and others who have relatives who came through there can claim a place in the American story of hard work and achievement. By virtue of their struggle (ordeal of making it through the voyage to America and administrative nightmare of Ellis Island), they have earned the right to be American. This aspect of the immigration story that gets told over and over fits into the classic story of the American dream: if you work hard and sacrifice, you will achieve success. Thus, Ellis Island as sacred space allowed immigrants (and, by proxy, their children, grandchildren, etc.) to be part of the American fabric. 
