The Political Incorporation of Immigrant Groups:
An Historical Perspective on the American Experience

GARY GERSTLE

This essay explores and analyzes the political incorporation of immigrant groups in the United
States across the last two centuries. Political incorporation refers to the process through which immi-
grants and their descendants have come to think of themselves as Americans with political rights and
with a voice in politics, should they choose to exercise it. It is a process that, while central to the
republic’s past, present, and future, has been complex and frequently marked by contradiction. On
the one hand, the United States arguably has managed throughout its history to incorporate more
immigrants, both in absolute and relative terms, than any other nation. This has been an extraordi-
nary achievement. On the other hand, the United States has almost always barred some immigrant
groups either from entering the United States or from allowing them to become citizens. Groups
of native-born Americans, meanwhile, have often discriminated against members of racially or reli-
giously “suspect” immigrant groups, making the process of political incorporation more arduous and
incomplete than it otherwise would have been.

This essay begins with a general framework for understanding political incorporation in the
United States, one that should prove useful in understanding Arab-American involvement in politics.
It then explores the experiences of groups with which the experience of Arab Americans can profit-
ably be compared. In general, it seems useful to locate the Arab-American experience somewhere
between that of southern and eastern European Christian and Jewish immigrants who arrived early
in the twentieth century, and who were subjected to religious and racial prejudice without ever for-
mally being defined as nonwhite, and that of Mexican and Asian immigrants who faced both more
intense racial discrimination than Europeans and, frequently, formidable barriers to political involve-
ment. Considerable attention is also paid below to the history of Irish Catholic immigrants to the
United States. In the nineteenth century, this group experienced a hostility toward their religion that
resembles the hostility toward [slam encountered by Muslim Arabs today. In the twentieth century,
however, Irish Catholics demonstrated how a group once reviled for its faich achieved social accep-
tance and political incorporation in the United States. The twentieth century experience of German
Americans is equally relevant to the case of Arab Americans because of the former’s association in
the public imagination, in the World War I era, with foreign enemies of the American state. This
historical and comparative overview will provide a framework within which to evaluate questions
Pertaining to the politics of Arab Americans today.

The process of political incorporation operates in three dimensions: formal, political-cultural, and

political—institutional. The formal dimension entails Immigrants becoming citizens of the United .

States and thereby gaining the right to vote, sit on juries, serve in the military, and hold elective office.
Citizenship in the United States has always been relatively easy to acquire for immigrants defined as
white, but for immigrant groups defined as nonwhite, citizenship was often out of reach. Between
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1870 and 1952, for example, this category inclu

ded immigrants from East and South Asia (but not

Hispanics), effectively barring them from the most elementary dimension of political incorporation.

The political-cultural dimension refers to the process through which individuals come to feel as
though they belong in and to the United States and can play a part in its democratic politics. Belonging
can develop through formal naturalization and political channels — becoming a citizen, joining a
political party, votung, and enlisting in the military. Typically, however, it develops in more multifac-
eted and diffuse ways: through learning English and
going to school and absorbing both th
ture, American geography, American history) and the latent one (thr
about “American’ notions of physical beauty, dress, male-fermale courtship, music, and sports); through
participating in American holidays, both sacred (Christmas, Thanksgiving, July 4 and, at one point,
Memorial Day) and profane (the Woild Series, the Super Bowl, “American Idol” and spring break);
and, sometimes, through discovering powerful Affinities between American culture, religion, and politics
and one’s Old World roots. Because of the complex and multilayered nature of this process, it has some-
times unfolded almost invisibly. Its advance has often surprised both immigrants and their native-born
ted States, for example, the children of Mexican immigrants are learning
nd-generation

gaining exposure to American culture; among
e manifest curriculum (American litera-

the young, through
ough which schoolchildren learn

hosts. In the présent day Uni
English more quickly and thoro
Mexican linguistic pattern suggests, the political-
independently of formal naturalization processes. It ha
(imumigrants or their children choosing to embrace American cus
or private authorities compelling immigrants to Americanize)
The political-institutional dimension of political incorporation refers to the institutions that
join or establish and through which they seek political influence.
ts of institutions; so are political machines, the municipal
between the 1840s and 1960s to control local
one hand and ethnic constituencies

uch as labor unions and

ughly than outsiders generally recognize.” As this seco
cultural dimension of incorporation can often operate
s almost always involved a mix of voluntarism
toms and culture) and coercion (state

immigrants and their offspring
Political parties are examples of these sor
organizations developed by professional politicians
politics through alliances with private business interests on the

on the other. Immigrants frequenty turned to work-based institutions s
ice their political concerns, and they were also active in establishing

romote their interests. Churches, synagogues, and mosques
aternal, civil rights, and lobbying organizations such
Jewish Committee and American Jewish
ons of Italy, the Japanese American
n American Legal Defense

small business associations to vo
new ethnic or religious institutions to p
have sometimes functioned in this role as have fr
as the Ancient Order of Hiberians (Irish), the American
Congress, the American Israel Political Action Comumiittee, the S

Civic League, the League of United Latin American Citizens, the Mexica
_Discrimination Committee, and the Council on American-Islamic

have worked to integrate immigrants and their offspring into
ther times they operated in ways that have shaken up -

Fund, the American-Arab Anti
Reelations. Sometimes these institutions
established patterns of American politics. At 0
and even transformed those established patterns.
* In evaluating the political-institutional dimension, we have to

he prime institutions of.

character. Political scientists and historians have argued, for example, that t
political parties, political machines, and labor unions

immigrant political incorporation in 1900 —
— are now in eclipse, and thus of much less utility to immigrants today than to the generations who

be alert to historical changes in its
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preceded them. Some scholars conclude from studies of these trends that political incorporation has
become a more difficult proposition than it once was and that immigrants are, indeed, incorporating
more slowly than they once did. Other scholars, however, stress that new institutions have arisen to
take the place of those earlier “incorporators.” We will return to this subject later in this essay.
Although Americans do not consciously think about the process of political incorporation in
terms of the three dimensions outlined above, many tell a narrative about immigrants and American

" history that deploy them nevertheless. That narrative, or story, goes something like this: prior to the

1960s, immigrants to the United States, most of whom were European, quickly acquired citizenship
and developed feelings of belonging to the United States. Millions who fled poverty and religious
and political oppression in their native lands were inspired by the United States’ promise of freedom.
They wanted to become Americah, to be reborn as new men and women, and to become part of a
country that they associated with liberty, self-rule, and economic opportunity.*

1In this popular telling of the immigrant experience, the United States welcomed the newcomers.
Naturalization law required little more than residence in the United States for five years, obedience
to the country’s laws, and the ability to produce two witnesses who could vouch for an individual
Immigrant’s character. Political mobilization and influence took longer to develop, simply because
immigrants needed time to find their way into existing political parties, to build new ones, or to
establish ethnic associations with the ability to battle for political power and to influence public
policy. If it took two or three generations of hard work, however, it did happen, making the process
of incorporation complete. '

There is no doubt that millions of immigrants followed the path of political incorporation
described above, demonstrating again and again the remarkable integrative capacities of the American
nation and of American republicanism. American history, however, is also full of episodes of partial
or non-incorporation of immigrants along each of the three dimensions of the incorporative process.
While this is a lesser-known story, in part because it runs counter to the myth of the United States as
2 land of freedom and opportunity, it is an Important story that we must comprehend if we are fully
to understand the process of political incorporation. )

Consider, for example, the nationality law passed in 1790 by the first U.S. Congress. It declared
that in order for an immigrant to be eligible for citizenship, he had to be free and white.’ The law
was meant to bat immigrants from Africa, slave or free, from U.S. citizenship, and it had precisely this
effect from its passage until after the Civil War. In 1870, Congress amended the 1790 law in order
to allow immigrants of African descent to naturalize.® This reform was part of Reconstrucﬁon, a
revolutionary project to give all blacks in the United States the same access as whites to American
nationality and freedom. Even as Congress exempted blacks from the provisions of the 1790 law,
however, it kept the statute on the books, its prohibition on nonwhites becoming citizens now
directed at the Chinese, who had begun immigrating to the United States in large numbers in the
18505 and 1860s. , '

Over the course of the next fifty years, the courts extended the ban on citizenship for nonwhite
Immigrants from the Chinese to the Japanese, Indians, and then to virtually all East and South Asians.
Government officials also engaged in a twenty year effort to exclude immigrants from Armenia,
Turkey, Lebanon, Syria and Egypt from citizenship eligibility on racial grounds. These Immigrant
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eir ranks. The campaig ultimately failed in the 1920s, but not
tions of an entire generation of individuals who had come
cth Africa. The 1790 law still remained in force against
f naturalization law in the United States for another
952.7 For most of its history, in other words, the

groups included many Arabs in th
before it had convulsed the lives and emo
to the United States from West Asia and No
East and South Asians, preserving the racial cast 0
generation, as COngress did not repeal it until 1
United States barred groups of immigrants defined as

t the 1790 law, even with its restrictions, has

Some analysts of immigration policy have argued tha
t liberal naturalization law in the world at the time of its passage. This is true,
e to become a citizen of the United

echanisms in the late eighteenth
hip far more narrowly than

nonwhite from ever becoming citizens.”

to be counted as the mo
in the sense that this statute allowed virtually any European mal

States. Other countries that had delineated formal naturalization m
and early nineteenth centuries defined immigrant eligibility for citizens
the new United States had done.? Moreover, the United States mitigated some of the worst effects
of the 1790 law in 1868 when the Fourteenth Amendment established an extraordinarily generous
and egalitarian policy of birthright citizenship. The amendment granted citizenship at birth to all
children born to immigrants on US. soil, even if those immigrants had not naturalized, had entered

the country illegally, or were barred by the 1790 law from ever becoming citizens.” Thus,in 1900, a

child born to a Chinese immigrant on U.S. soil automatically received citizenship even though his or
o gain an equivalent status. The same 1s true

her father was prohibited from having the opportunity t

of a child born on U.S. soil in 2006 to an undocumented alien from Mexico.
The birthright policy of the Fourteenth Amendment effectively opened a back door to the political
uld never enter the American pol-

incorporation of groups who were told, in other ways, that they co
ity. By constructing this generational back door, the United States spared itself the situation that arose
in Europe after World War 11, where immigrants in countries such as Germany and Italy were barred
from citizenship for two and sometimes three generations, rendering routine the complete isolation of
these groups from normal political life. Some of the 2005 political turmoil in Europe involving Muslim

groups stems from these barriers to immigrant naturalization put in place a generation oI two ago."!
Of course, the mere possession of citizenship should not be interpreted to mean that an immi-
grant or the child of an immigrant has been incorporated into the United States polity. Citizenship
is a legal status. Possessing it tells us nothing about the other dimensions of political incorporation,
ty to influence politics and policy through

2 sense of belonging to the United States and the abili

£ we shift our attention from the Chinese to the Irish, from one of the most
that today we regard as being among the most favored in
and influence — we can gain

organization and action. 1
poorly treated immigrant groups to one
U.S. history — and the most precocious In terms of political mobilization
a better appreciation for how complex and uneven the process of political incorporation has been.
The Irish were one of the largest groups to come to the United States 10 the nineteenth century.
s as a result of their numbers, the liberal U.S. naturalization

their knowledge of English, and the sophisticated political

consciousness that they had developed during decades of struggle against the English masters in their
homeland. They proved themselves adept at penetrating existing political institutions in the United

States, especially local branches of the Democratic Party in the northeastern, midwestern, and western

cities where they settled. By the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the Irish also occupied

They advanced quickly m American politic
laws that gave them easy access to citizenship,
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top leadership positions in many labor unions and were learning how to make trade union power a
mechanism of political advance. The Irish were also good at creating new institutions with the ability
to influence politics. Nowhere was this more apparent than in the dense archipelago of Catholic insti-
tutions that arose in the United States between the 1870s and the 1920s: parish churches and schools,
welfare agencies, universities, and fraternal societies such as the Knights of Columbus. While Catholics
of many ethnic backgrounds contributed to this institutional achievement, Irish Catholics were at its
center. The institutions were important launching pads for political mobilization, allowing the political
advance of the Irish to occur across a-broad front. Still, the front moved slowly, unevenly, and sometimes
not at all, often because the Irish encountered fierce hostility and discrimination and challenges to their
fitness to be members of the American republic.'?

Some of the hostility arose from the desperate poverty of hundreds of thousands of Irish who con-
stituted the first ‘waves of immigrants in the 1840s and 1850s, most of whom were fleeing Ireland’s
potato famine. But a good deal of it, and the part that endured the longest, arose from religious, rather
than economic, antagonisms. Irish immigrants in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were
largely Roman Catholic, and they entered a country that was overwhelmingly and intensely Protestant.
Significant numbers of the original seventeenth-century British immigrants to North America were
Protestant zealots who saw themselves engaged in a holy and global war against Roman Catholicism.
They were determined to make America into a Protestant redoubt that would first halt the spread of
Catholic influence into the New World and then eliminate it from Europe. These Protestants, known
to us as Puritans and Pilgrims, accused the Catholic church of undermining Christian piety and faith
by elevating the Pope to a divine status, corrupting clergy, pursuing worldly ambition, and substituting

- rituals grounded in superstition and magic for true Christian faith.

By the late eighteenth century, many Americans believed that Protestantism was not only the one
true Christian religion but that it alone among the faiths nurtured the political qualities central to the
fledgling American republic: freedom, individual rights, and popular sovereignty. The large Protestant
majority in America associated Catholicism with the politics they despised: monarchy, aristocracy, and
tyranny. The intensity of these anti-Catholic sentiments did not surface in the constitutional debates
of 1787 and 1788, and the framers put the country on the path to religious toleration by refusing
to denigrate any religion by name or establish any faith as the country’s official religion. This appar-
ent embrace of religious pluralism, however, had more to do with feuds between Protestant sects
about which of them should enjoy primacy than it did with a softening attitude toward Catholicism.
Indeed, throughout the nineteenth century and well'into the twentieth, the United States’ Protestant
majority construed Popery as one of the chief threats to the American republic. Many in that major-
ity viewed Catholic immigrants as the papacy’s fifth column, sent to the United States to gain politi-
cal power, destroy democracy, and to put the new nation under the pope’s control."

This history is easily forgotten now that Catholic-Protestant antagonisms have dissolved and
Catholics feel as secure in the United States today as do their erstwhile Protestant antagonists. It
1s important to remember how recently acceptance of Catholicism became a defining feature of

_American life, however, because from the 1840s through the 1940s, this was not the case. Generations

of Catholic Americans suffered discrimination, were accused of disloyalty to the United States, and
i~ were frequently told that they were not fit to enjoy the privileges of American citizenship. A major
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infrastructure — schools, universities, welfare
¢t welcome in the established institu-
would come under unbear-

reason why Catholics developed their own institutional

agencies, fraternal organizations — 1 either because they were no

tions or because they believed that if they entered those institutions they

able pressure from Protestants to sacrifice their faith.
why Irish Asmericans, for all their talent as politicians, could

Anti-Catholic sentiments help to explain v

not get one of their own nominated for the office of U.S. president by either mainstream party ungl
1928, almost a hundred years after they began arriving in the United States in Jarge numbers. The Irish

American whom the Democratic Party chose that year, Alfred Smith, the governox of New York, was

_ routed by his Republican opponent, Herbert Hoover, who seized every opportunity to stigmatize Smith
as a papal minion who could not be trusted to lead the United States. As late as 1960, the second Irish-
Catholic nominee for president, John Kennedy, felt obligated to appear before a group of Protestant
ministers in Houston to assure them that his election would not deliver the United States to the pope."
This discrimination occurred to people who were by and large U.S. citizens or had easy access to
citizenship. It underscores that simply measuring political incorporation through citizenship status is
inadequate to anderstanding the phenomenon. Mae Ngai has introduced the phrase “alien citizen”
to describe the situation of groups who have possessed formal citizenship rights but, for reasons of
religion, nativity, or race, have not been fully accepted as Americans. Ngai has used this phrase to
analyze the 1940s and 1950s experience of Japanese Americans and Chinese Americans, groups that
sous discrimination than the Irish or other European groups ever did. The phrase,
ans, eastern and southern European

o other groups — Mexican Americ

who have faced a disjuncture between their formal rights and
d their experience of those rights and membership in the
the importance of the second dimension of the process

attention on belonging, and it causes us to inquire

ividuals who gained formal membership in

suffered more seriow
however, can be extended t
Americans, even Irish Americans —
citizenship status on the one hand an
American polity on the other. It underscores
of political incorporation, that which focuses our
more closely into the responses of those groups and ind
the American polity while feeling as though they did not belong to it.

‘Historically, citizen immigrants have reacted in three distinct ways to their experience of not
belonging, or of what we might call civic alienage: first, quiescence and quietude; second, an eager-
ness to prove one’s bona fides as Americans by displays of patriotism and proclamations of allegiance
to American ideals; and third, a determination to establish new institutions and new policies that

1 citizens to feel as though they could over-

would change the United States sufficiently to allow alie
2ke this new land their home. Qver the course of their lives, of course,

many immigrants reacted in all three of these ways, depending on th
stance. While in sonie instances they responded In two OF €Venl three of these ways simultaneously,
need to be treated as such.

the three responses are analytically distinct and

The quiescent response to civic alienage entails accepting discrimination and marginality as a fact
of life and doing one’s best to cope with it. It often reflects a calculation that one (or one’s group)
is weak, and that speaking out or mobilizing will only make things worse. There are many instances
of such quiescence, from the ]apanese—Americans’ response to their World War Il internment to the
lack of protest by eastern and southern European-Americans to Congress’s racially discriminatory
decision in 1924 to all but end further immigration from their countries of origin. Some scholars

come their alienation and m
e moment, event, and circum-
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have argued that Arab Americans, after the repeated challenges to their whiteness and thus to their
eligibility for citizenship early in the twentieth century, deliberately kept a low profile.'s

Immigrant organizations sometimes deployed public quiescence as a mask for behind-the-scenes
efforts to overcome discrimination. This was a strategy adopted by Jewish groups such as the American
Jewish Committee early in the twentieth century, and it was informed not just by a fear of losing
political confrontations that became too public but also by internal tensions within the Jewish com-
munity itself. Members of the American Jewish Committee tended to be prosperous and assimilated
second- or third-generation German Jews. They thought of themselves as worldly, culturally refined,
the natural leaders of American Jewry, and those best positioned to represent their tribe to Gentile
America. They worried a great deal, however, not just about whether they, themselves, would be
able to move freely in Gentile America but what the presence of masses of eastern European Jewish
immigrants would do to the image of Jewry in the United States. Many German Jewish leaders
viewed the Jewish immigrants as uncouth, unruly, and uncultured, and thus as a threat to the Jewish
image. These leaders therefore labored hard not only to help their impoverished co-religionists adapt
to the United States but also to do so in ways that would keep them out of the public eye.!6

Anxieties about recently arrived co-ethnics were hardly unique to Jewish Americans. One can find
an abundance of similar sentiments among the long settled elites of other immigrant groups: among the
“lace-curtain” Irish of the eatly twentieth century, who saw the Irish poor as a threat to their hard-earned
respectability; among the established Mexican-American families of New Mexico and Arizona, who
feared the contaminating effects of close contact with waves of new Mexican migrants COIIINg across
the border in the early twentieth century; and among Arab-American Christian elites, whose strategy of
relative invisibility was upset in the 1970s and 1980s by the arrival of large numbers of Muslim Arabs."”

This desire to put the best face on one’s community also expressed itself in an eagerness among
groups of ethnics to demonstrate their American patriotism. They did this by associating themselves
with the symbols of the United States (such as flags), learning English, reciting the Pledge of Allegiance,
smgmg the national anthem, proclaiming their fealty to the core American values of liberty, equality,
and opportunity, and demonstrating their loyalty to the United States in times of war. Sometimes, too,
immigrants attempted to display their patriotism by demonstrating how Old World values underlying
their ethnic institutions were deeply American in spirit. Some of this patriotism was heartfelt, some of ic
Wwas strategic (a way to improve one’s prospects for work and acceptance in the United States), and some
of it was simply capitulation to Americanization pressures deemed too powerful to resist. Regardless of
its sources, immigrant patriotism has been a potent mechanism of political incorporation.'®

One of the outstanding historical examples of patriotic adaptation accelerating political incorporation
Wwas the mission successfully undertaken by the Catholic Church in the United States to demonstrate the
compatibility between its religioﬁs faith and Americanism. This movement had multiple nineteenth cen-
tury origins, but it crystallized as a mission in the late nineteenth century, when American church lead-
ers embraced it. These leaders tended to be Irish-American clerics who had decided that the Catholic
Church had to Americanize itself in order for Catholics to be fully accepted. This “Americanist” eurn
within the U.S. Catholic Church aroused deep opposition both in the Vatican and among non-Irish
groups of Catholics in the United States. The former condemned “Americanism” as bordering on heresy
while the latter (French-Canadian, Italian, and Polish Catholics were prominent in their ranks) viewed
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it as a political plot by Irish-American clerics to strip them of the freedom to practice their faith as they

had done for generations in their homelands."”
Catholic Americanizers fought Catholic traditionalists for forty years until the events of the 1930s

and 1940s tipped the batde decisively in favor of the former. The economic misery generated by the
Great Depression caused mary Catholics to rethink their traditionalism and to open themselves to new
political ideas and movements, especially those that called upon them to embrace American ideals and

to use them to rebuild an ailing American republic.Then the Second World War compelled millions of

young Catholic men to serve in the U.S. military, an experience that further intensified their sense of
belonging to the country. Finally, the Cold War allowed and even encouraged many Catholics to rep-
resent their faith as a quintessential expression of American political principles.Anticommunism facili-

tated this union of Catholicism and Americanism. The Vatican had made the fight against Communism
930s. When this fight became a priority of the U.S.

a religious imperative of the highest order in the 1
20

government in 1946, the U.S. and the Vatican, in effect, became allies.
Seeing the United States embracing anticommunism in the late 1940s allowed many Catholics to
feel as though the United States was embracing them as well. Within Catholic communities in the
Catholicism and Americanism vanished overnight. For the

United States, lingering tensions between
first time, many American Catholics felt as though they could speak on behalf of the American repub-

lic. Their Catholic inheritance made them not just acceptable Americans but exemplary ones. From
Senator Joseph McCarthy to Francis Cardinal Spellman of New York, from labor priest and Richard
Nixon advisor Father John Cronin to Senator Pat McCarran of Nevada, from the brilliant Yale under-
graduate William E Buckley to President John E Kennedy, Catholics were among the lions of the post-
war American anti-communist crusade. As the names on this list suggest, Irish Catholics seized the lead
and showed other groups of ethnic Catholics the way.?!

The U.S. struggle against communisi, the Americanization of the U.S. Catholic church, and the
on of American Catholics were processes that went hand in hand in the 1940s,
ardly an accident that the first Catholic American to become president of
t because of his per-

political incorporat
1950s, and 1960s. 1t is hi
the United States was an anticommunist warrior who won election in large par
ceived toughness on Cold War issues.

If the Irish-American experience conveys a sense of the benefits that can accrue to a group
s and American foreign policy, the German-American

by aligning itself with American ideal
experience in World War 1 offers a sense of the perils that confront a group refusing or unable
en one of the largest, most prosperous, most

to do so. Prior to 1914, German Americans had be

respected, and most visibly ethnic of American immigrant groups. They seemed to be both inte-
grating into American life and maintaining important elements of their ethnic culture. Many
igrants believed that they had become American in
s of their embrace of American democratic ideals.
— and especially in terms of language, music, and literature — they still loved and practiced things
German.? The German-jewish-American philosopher Horace Kallen deemed this German-
t a legitimate mode of adaptation to the United States but a

terms of allegiance to the U.S.

German imm
But in matters of culture

state and in term

American perspective to be not jus
preferred one. In 1915 he labeled it cultural pluralism, and today we recognize it as a foreru

of multiculturalism.?
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The entry of the United States into a world war against Germany in 1917 convulsed the proud
German-American population. President Woodrow Wilson’s administration, worried about the millions
of German speakers in the United States, expected these immigrants to become 100 percent American
overnight, which meant that they were called on both to pledge loyalty to the American state and to
extinguish from their lives all signs of affection for German culture. When German immigrants were per-
ceived as slow to do the latter, the U.S. government began condemning German culture as barbaric, cen-
soring German newspapers and books published in the United States, and arresting thousands of German
speakers suspected of disloyalty. State and local governments banned the performance of German music in
the United States (this included Beethoven’s symphonies), removed German books from library shelves,
and prohibited the teaching of German literature and the German language in schools.*

In this wartime climate of repression and hate, German Americans risked being fired from
work, losing their businesses, and being assaulted on the street. In 1917, a St. Louis mob lynched
an innocent German immigrant whom they suspected of subversion. After only twenty-five min-
utes of deliberation, a St. Louis jury acquitted the mob leaders, who had brazenly defended their
crime as an act of patriotism.”

Such experiences devastated the proud German-American community. Its members began hid-
ing their ethnic identity, changing their names, speaking German only in the privacy of their own
homes; and celebrating their holidays out of the public eye. While the physical assaults on indi-
vidual Germans, the violation of their civil liberties, and the racialization of Germans as barbaric
stopped soon after the Armistice was signed in November 1918, many German Americans would
take far longer to recover from the shame and vulnerability they experienced in 1917 and 1918.
Millions would never again celebrate their Germanness in public. Many abandoned their heritage
entirely, choosing to assimilate into white Anglo-Protestant culture (if they were Lutheran) or into
Irish-American culture (if they were Catholic).*

In some respects, German Americans can be seen as having fared well over the long term despite
their World War I ordeal. By the 1930s and 1940s, individual German Americans had ascended to
positions of political power and influence throughout American society. Robert Wagner of New

" York was a leading U.S. senator, Walter Reuther had become one of the nation’s most powerful labor

leaders, and General Dwight D. Eisenhower had become the United States’ most important mili-
tary commander. While none of these men had to fend off accusations that their German heritage
rendered their patriotism suspect, however, none of them dared speak about their Germanness in
public. They presented themselves, and were seen by the public, simply as Americans. It was as if the
ethnic group that only thirty years earlier had been so proud and so public in its practice of cultural
traditions had disappeared as a collective entity. Indeed, it can be said that World War [ inflicted upon
German America a mortal cultural wound. Qutside of small and barely visible pockets, German
ethnicity never revived. Most Americans today do not even regard the Germans as having been a
viable ethnic group in the United States; Germans are simply assumed to have assimilated into white
native-born America upon arrival. As the above indicates, however, this assumption misreads the past.
The critical event shaping the twentieth century terms of German-American political incorporation
and loss of ethnic identity was World War I, when German Americans ran afoul of the U.S. state and
became vulnerable to charges that they lacked proper regard for the American republic.

AMERICAN ARABS AND POLITICAL PARTICIPATION



That the United States is currently fighting foes in Iraq and elsewhere who share a religion and

culture with many Arab Americans raises the possibility that the latter will be subjected, as German
Americans once were, to extreme -demands for conformity to American ideals and for demonstra-
tions of loyalty to the American state. The tuation of Arab Americans today is not identical to that of
German Americans a hundred years ago. The cultural pressure on Arab Americans, for example, does
not seem as great as the 100 percent Americanism demanded of German immigrants during World
War 1. Whereas the U.S. government sought to obliterate German culture then, it is now taking major
steps to encourage the study of Arabic language and literature in American universities.”’ The American
government has also refrained, quite deliberately, from making the war on terror into a total war, and
from whipping up the kind of popular hatred of enemes, internal and external, that total wars usually
require. Nevertheless, many Arab Americans have been subjected to forms of scrutiny and surveillance
greater than what most non-Arab Americans have experienced. Many feel, t0o, as though' their loyalty
to the United States has been unfairly challenged. Most either cannot escape this scrutiny, or would not
choose to escape it, by passing imperceptibly into white or Chrisdan America, as German Americans
did in the 1920s and 1930s. Thus the German-American experience in World War | remains a troubling
precedent for how the American state can turn on a group of immigrants and undermine its prestige,
legitimacy, and voice in American politics.

The Irish-American experience offers a more hopeful historical precedent for the incorporation of
Arab Americans. A group that was once despised for its religion and culture is now fully accepted and
integrated into American politics. That process took a long time (more than a hundred years), and it
required sustained efforts on the part of Irish Catholics to demonstrate their patriotism and to insist on the
compatibility between American democracy and Catholicism. Irish Catholicism has also benefited, in the
1940s and beyond, from the convergence of deeply felt Catholic political convictions and the post-World
War 11 aims of U.S. foreign policy. This convergence came late in the process, however, and could have
meant little had it not been preceded by an Americanization movement among U.S. Catholics that had
been going on for generations and that accelerated during the era of the European-initiated world wars.

In the Americanization experience of Catholic immigrants in the United States, it is possible to
glimpse the third response to civic alienage noted earlier: a determination to establish new institu-
tions and new policies that would change the United States sufficiently to allow alien citizens to feel
as though they could overcome their alienation and make this new land their home. Irish Catholics
did not incorporate into the United States by sacrificing their religion. To the contrary, they established
Catholicism as a legitimate expression of Americanism. American Jews went through similar struggles,
battling for generations against anti-Semitism until they had won widespread assent to the proposition
that the values underlying the United States were not Christian but Judeo-Christian.” Americanization,
then, should not be understood entirely in terms of immigrant capitulation to prevailing patterns of
American politics, culture, and society. It has also meant altering, disrupting, and sometimes transform-
ing those patterns in ways that allowed the newcomers to embrace the United States as their own.

Perhaps the best example of this transformative form of incorporation is the 1930s labor movement,
whose ranks were full of immigrants and their descendants — Irish, German, Italian, Jewish, Polish, Greek,
Arab, French Canadian, and others — united by their poverty and marginality, and by their conviction
that, as Americans, they deserved better. These working-class ethnics took seriously the first principles of
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the republic — freedom, democracy, and opportunity — and infused them with new meaning, Freedom

now meant the right of a worker to speak his or her mind at work or to cast a ballot for a Democrat at
the polling station without fear of reprisal from a management that favored Republicans. Democracy
meant ending the regime of autocracy at the workplace and replacing it with one in which workers had
a voice in the conditions of their labor. Opportunity only had meaning, these trade unionists argued, if
poor workers and their families had access to government-guaranteed forms of assistance that would
cushion the effects of unemployment, illness, the loss of a breadwinner, and old age. »

Ethnic workers mobilized not just in unions but in politics. Millions of i immigrant Americans and
their children voted for the first time in the 1930s, and most of them cast their votes for the Democratic
candidate Franklin Delano Roosevelt. They not only helped to carry him to victory in four elections
but helped to shift the balance of power in the United States from conservatism to liberalism, and from
a politics that glorified the free market to one that celebrated the role of government in regulating a
capitalist system that seemed unable to right itself. Regardless of whether one supports or opposes the
politics embodied in what came to be called the New Deal, one has to concede that it wrought major
changes. Immigrant and ethnic voters were a key constituency in this transformation.”

These voters also began to engineer a significant reorientation in American conceptions of
belonging by insisting that Catholics and Jews had as great a claim on the United States as did the
descendants of those original English settlers who had wanted to make the United States a Protestant
Jand. The New Deal never self-consciously promoted religious pluralism or multiculturalism, and
never described its supporters as a “rainbow coalition” of different ethnic and racial groups. Indeed,
in important ways the New Deal reinvigorated older cultural and racial prejudices. The groups pour-
ing into the Democratic Party were a diverse lot, however, and their very presence began to disrupt
accepted ways of defining and representing the American nation. This became abundantly clear in
World War II when the dominant and most honored image of the nation became that of the mul-
tiethnic platoon, with its Protestant, Irish, Polish, Italian, and Jewish soldiers fighting side by side to
preserve American democracy and freedom. In these and other ways, the incorporation of immi-
grants had convulsed and changed American politics and culture.?!

The civil rights movement of the 1960s represents another example of the transformative form of
political incorporation, although the initial protagonists were African Americans rather than immi-
grants and their descendants. They had themselves been subjected to a sharp form of civic alienage, in
that they had long experienced a chasm between their formal status as citizens and their ability to pos-
sess and enjoy those rights. In the process of claiming their rights, African Americans forced the United
States to confront the depths of racial, gender, and other forms of discrimination in ways the nation
had rarely done before. African~-American militancy impelled Congress not only to put through the
most vigorous civil rights legislation since Reconstruction but also to enact the Immigration Act of
1965 that finally ended the racially-based system of immigration restriction that had been in place since

the 1920s.% After 1965, it became almost impossible for the American government to deny foreigners
entry into the United States and access to citizenship on the basis of race. The result over the next forty
years was an immigration wave unprecedented in its global origins and racial diversity.®

The civil rights upheaval also challenged prevailing notions of cultural integration and incorpo-
ration. Through the “Black is Beautiful” movement, African Americans signaled that their political
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incorporation would not cost them their cultural pride or distinctiveness. Immigrant groups, both old 2001
and new, quickly adopted a similar stance in regard to their own ethnic cultures, thereby broadening and Melri
intensifying the effort to locate the United States’ vitality in its ethnic and racial diversity. The breadth s :
and strength of this movement would have been unimaginable to immigrant and native Americans a P!
hundred years earlier. The movement’s influence on politics can be discerned in the dramatic rise in Un ”"
the number of political officeholders who were the children and grandchﬂdten of immigrants and in 2001
the rising importance of racial and ethnic group interests in Democratic Party affairs. from
The changes wrought by the civil rights movement did not always strengthen the forces of politi-
cal incorporation. Some groups of new immigrants saw in post-1960s multiculturalism an opportu- ;Zl’l’:
nity to cultivate their native cultures and ties to their homelands while keeping themselves distant [
from American culture and politics. Other groups that wanted to draw close to American politics ' (
discovered that traditional mechanisms of incorporation such as labor unions and political parties no » '
longer worked as capably as they once had.” t
" Moreover, the Immigration Act of 1965 mentioned above had unintentionally created a whole : g_lali
new class of immigrants chronically estranged from American politics. To restrict immigration from E?; ,
Latin America, the act had imposed quotas on the number of immigrants allowed to enter the United (Gr’e(.
States from other Western Hemispheric countries in any given year. These quotas failed to deter ¢
immigrants from Mexico and other Latin American countries with high poverty rates from entering Univ
the United States through tunnels, under cover of darkness, or with false documents. Within twenty :
years of the law’s passage, the United States had become home to millions of these immigrants, now tslii;e

categorized as illegal aliens. Except for those able to take advantage of the amnesty provision of the
“illegals” had no access to U.S. citizenship, the most elemen-

Immigration Reform Act of 1986, these .
tary form of political incorporation. Their status resembled that of East Asian immigrants of a cen- 1941

tury earlier who were barred from becoming citizens. By the 1990s, many native-born Americans Mille
had come to regdrd these undocumented immigrants as a drain on the nation’s resources, a source J(’hn‘
of criminality, and a threat to American politics and ‘culture. The sentiment intensified in the long (éil;;:
period of national insecurity following the September 11 attacks and sparked suspicion of other Cathe
groups of immigrants, too, especially those of Muslim origin and from the Middle East.* 1
The Civil Rights revolution therefore cannot be said to have eliminated all the obstacles to the Press,
participation of immigrants in American politics. The events of those years, however, as of those in Histoi
the 1930s, do demonstrate the transformative potential of political' incorporation. Immigrants’ par- availj
ticipation in politics has sometimes changed the United States in major ways. These changes have ‘]
not come easily. They have required political mobilization on a large scale, new institutions and strat- andV
egies, and years and sometimes decades of struggle. The outcomes, however, have often been positive Univ:
for immigrants and a source of national renewal. ) i 1
5 Uniw
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