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hen we speak of the restriction of immigration, at the present time, we have not in mind
measures undertaken for the purpose of straining out from the vast throngs of foreigners
arriving at our ports a few hundreds, or possibly thousands of persons, deaf, dumb, blind,
idiotic, insane, pauper, or criminal, who might otherwise become a hopeless burden upon the country,
perhaps even an active source of mischief. The propriety, and even the necessity of adopting such
measures is now conceded by men of all shades of opinion concerning the larger subject. There is even
noticeable a rather severe public feeling regarding the admission of persons of any of the classes named
above; perhaps one might say, a certain resentment at the attempt of such persons to impose
themselves upon us. We already have laws which cover a considerable part of this ground; and so far as
further legislation is needed, it will only be necessary for the proper executive department of the
government to call the attention of Congress to the subject. There is a serious effort on the part of our
immigration officers to enforce the regulations prescribed, though when it is said that more than five
thousand persons have passed through the gates at Ellis Island, in New York harbor, during the course
of a single day, it will be seen that no very careful scrutiny is practicable.
It is true that in the past there has been gross and scandalous neglect of this matter on the part both of
government and people, here in the United States. For nearly two generations, great numbers of persons
utterly unable to earn their living, by reason of one or another form of physical or mental disability, and
others who were, from widely different causes, unfit to be members of any decent community, were
admitted to our ports without challenge or question. It is a matter of official record that in many cases
these persons had been directly shipped to us by states or municipalities desiring to rid themselves of a
burden and a nuisance; while it could reasonably be believed that the proportion of such instances was
far greater than could be officially ascertained. But all this is of the past. The question of the restriction
of immigration today does not deal with that phase of the subject. What is proposed is, not to keep out
some hundreds, or possibly thousands of persons, against whom lie specific objections like those above
indicated, but to exclude perhaps hundreds of thousands, the great majority of whom would be subject
to no individual objections; who, on the contrary, might fairly be expected to earn their living here in
this new country, at least up to the standard known to them at home, and probably much more. The

question today is, not of preventing the wards of our almshouses, our insane asylums, and our jails from
being stuffed to repletion by new arrivals from Europe; but of protecting the American rate of wages,
the American standard of living, and the quality of American citizenship from degradation through the
tumultuous access of vast throngs of ignorant and brutalized peasantry from the countries of eastern
and southern Europe.
The first thing to be said respecting any serious proposition importantly to restrict immigration into the
United States is, that such a proposition necessarily and properly encounters a high degree of
incredulity, arising from the traditions of our country. From the beginning, it has been the policy of the
United States, both officially and according to the prevailing sentiment of our people, to tolerate, to
welcome, and to encourage immigration, without qualification and without discrimination. For
generations, it was the settled opinion of our people, which found no challenge anywhere, that
immigration was a source of both strength and wealth. Not only was it thought unnecessary carefully to
scrutinize foreign arrivals at our ports, but the figures of any exceptionally large immigration were
greeted with noisy gratulation. In those days the American people did not doubt that they derived a
great advantage from this source. It is, therefore, natural to ask, Is it possible that our fathers and our
grandfathers were so far wrong in this matter? Is it not, the rather, probable that the present anxiety and
apprehension on the subject are due to transient causes or to distinctly false opinions, prejudicing the
public mind? The challenge which current proposals for the restriction of immigration thus encounter is
a perfectly legitimate one, and creates a presumption which their advocates are bound to deal with. Is it,
however, necessarily true that if our fathers and grandfathers were right in their view of immigration in
their own time, those who advocate the restriction of immigration today must be in the wrong? Does it
not sometimes happen, in the course of national development, that great and permanent changes in
condition require corresponding changes of opinion and of policy?
We shall best answer this question by referring to an instance in an altogether different department of
public interest and activity. For nearly a hundred years after the peace of 1783 opened to settlement the
lands beyond the Alleghanies, the cutting away of the primeval forest was regarded by our people not
only with toleration, but with the highest approval. No physical instrument could have been chosen
which was so fairly entitled to be called the emblem of American civilization as the Axe of the Pioneer.
As the forests of the Ohio Valley bowed themselves before the unstaying enterprise of the adventurous
settlers of that region, all good citizens rejoiced. There are few chapters of human history which recount
a grander story of human achievement. Yet today all intelligent men admit that the cutting down of our
forests, the destruction of the tree-covering of our soil, has already gone too far; and both individual
States and the nation have united in efforts to undo some of the mischief which has been wrought to our
agriculture and to our climate from carrying too far the work of denudation. In precisely the same way,
it may be true that our fathers were right in their view of immigration; while yet the patriotic American
of today may properly shrink in terror from the contemplation of the vast hordes of ignorant and
brutalized peasantry thronging to our shores.
Before inquiring as to general changes in our national condition which may justify a change of opinion
and policy in this respect, let us deal briefly, as we must, with two opinions regarding the immigration
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of the past, which stand in the way of any fair consideration of the subject. These two opinions were,
first, that immigration constituted a net reinforcement of our population; secondly, that, in addition to
this, or irrespective of this, immigration was necessary, in order to supply the laborers who should do
certain kinds of work, imperatively demanded for the building up of our industrial and social structure,
which natives of the soil were unwilling to undertake.
The former of these opinions was, so far as I am aware, held with absolute unanimity by our people;
yet no popular belief was ever more unfounded. Space would not serve for the full statistical
demonstration of the proposition that immigration, during the period from 1830 to 1860, instead of
constituting a net reinforcement to the population, simply resulted in a replacement of native by foreign
elements; but I believe it would be practicable to prove this to the satisfaction of every fair-minded man.
Let it suffice to state a few matters which are beyond controversy.
The population of 1790 was almost wholly a native and wholly an acclimated population, and for forty
years afterwards immigration remained at so low a rate as to be practically of no account; yet the people
of the United States increased in numbers more rapidly than has ever elsewhere been known, in regard
to any considerable population, over any considerable area, through any considerable period of time.
Between 1790 and 1830 the nation grew from less than four millions to nearly thirteen millions—an
increase, in fact, of two hundred and twenty-seven per cent, a rate unparalleled in history. That increase
was wholly out of the loins of our own people. Each decade had seen a growth of between thirty-three
and thirty-eight percent, a doubling once in twenty-two or twenty-three years. During the thirty years
which followed 1830, the conditions of life and reproduction in the United States were not less, but
more favorable than in the preceding period. Important changes relating to the practice of medicine, the
food and clothing of people, the general habits of living, took place, which were of a nature to increase
the vitality and reproductive capability of the American people. Throughout this period, the standard of
height, of weight, and of chest measurement was steadily rising, with the result that, of the men of all
nationalities in the giant army formed to suppress the slaveholders' rebellion, the native American bore
off the palm in respect to physical stature. The decline of this rate of increase among Americans began
at the very time when foreign immigration first assumed considerable proportions; it showed itself first
and in the highest degree in those regions, in those States, and in the very counties into which the
foreigners most largely entered. It proceeded for a long time in such a way as absolutely to offset the
foreign arrivals, so that in 1850, in spite of the incoming of two and a half millions of foreigners during
thirty years, our population differed by less than ten thousand from the population which would have
existed, according to the previous rate of increase, without reinforcement from abroad. These three facts,
which might be shown by tables and diagrams, constitute a statistical demonstration such as is rarely
attained in regard to the operation of any social or economic force.
But it may be asked, Is the proposition that the arrival of foreigners brought a check to the native
increase a reasonable one? Is the cause thus suggested one which has elsewhere appeared as competent
to produce such an effect? I answer, Yes. All human history shows that the principle of population is
intensely sensitive to social and economic changes. Let social and economic conditions remain as they
were, and population will go on increasing from year to year, and from decade to decade, with a
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regularity little short of the marvelous. Let social and economic conditions change, and population
instantly responds. The arrival in the United States, between 1830 and 1840, and thereafter
increasingly, of large numbers of degraded peasantry created for the first time in this country distinct
social classes, and produced an alteration of economic relations which could not fail powerfully to affect
population. The appearance of vast numbers of men, foreign in birth and often in language, with a
poorer standard of living, with habits repellent to our native people, of an industrial grade suited only to
the lowest kind of manual labor, was exactly such a cause as by any student of population would be
expected to affect profoundly the growth of the native population. Americans shrank alike from the
social contact and the economic competition thus created. They became increasingly unwilling to bring
forth sons and daughters who should be obliged to compete in the market for labor and in the walks of
life with those whom they did not recognize as of their own grade and condition. It has been said by
some that during this time habits of luxury were entering, to reduce both the disposition and the ability
to increase among our own population. In some small degree, in some restricted localities, this
undoubtedly was the case; but prior to 1860 there was no such general growth of luxury in the United
States as is competent to account for the effect seen. Indeed, I believe this was almost wholly due to the
cause which has been indicated—a cause recognized by every student of statistics and economics.
The second opinion regarding the immigration of the past, with which it seems well to deal before
proceeding to the positive argument of the case, is that, whether desirable on other accounts or not,
foreign immigration prior to 1860 was necessary in order to supply the country with a laboring class
which should be able and willing to perform the lowest kind of work required in the upbuilding of our
industrial and social structure, especially the making of railroads and canals. The opinion which has been
cited constitutes, perhaps, the best example known to me of that putting the cart before the horse which
is so commonly seen in sociological inquiry. When was it that native Americans first refused to do the
lowest kinds of manual labor? I answer, When the foreigner came. Did the foreigner come because the
native American refused longer to perform any kind of manual labor? No; the American refused because
the foreigner came. Through all our early history, Americans, from Governor Winthrop, through
Jonathan Edwards, to Ralph Waldo Emerson, had done every sort of work which was required for the
comfort of their families and for the upbuilding of the state, and had not been ashamed. They called
nothing common or unclean which needed to be done for their own good or for the good of all. But when
the country was flooded with ignorant and unskilled foreigners, who could do nothing but the lowest
kind of labor, Americans instinctively shrank from the contact and the competition thus offered to
them. So long as manual labor, in whatever field, was to be done by all, each in his place, there was no
revolt at it; but when working on railroads and canals became the sign of a want of education and of a
low social condition, our own people gave it up, and left it to those who were able to do that, and
nothing better.
We have of late had a very curious demonstration of the entire fallacy of the popular mode of reasoning
on this subject, due to the arrival of a still lower laboring class. Within a few years Harper's Weekly had
an article in which the editor, after admitting that the Italians who have recently come in such vast
numbers to our shores do not constitute a desirable element of the population, either socially or
politically, yet claimed that it was a highly providential arrangement, since the Irish, who formerly did
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all the work of the country in the way of ditching and trenching, were now standing aside. We have only
to meet the argument thus in its second generation, so to speak, to see the complete fallacy of such
reasoning. Does the Italian come because the Irishman refuses to work in ditches and trenches, in gangs;
or has the Irishman taken this position because the Italian has come? The latter is undoubtedly the
truth; and if the administrators of Baron Hirsch's estate send to us two millions of Russian Jews, we
shall soon find the Italians standing on their dignity, and deeming themselves too good to work on
streets and sewers and railroads. But meanwhile, what of the republic? what of the American standard
of living? what of the American rate of wages?
All that sort of reasoning about the necessity of having a mean kind of man to do a mean kind of work is
greatly to be suspected. It is not possible to have a man who is too good to do any kind of work which
the welfare of his family and of the community requires to be done. So long as we were left to increase
out of the loins of our people such a sentiment as that we are now commenting upon made no
appearance in American life. It is much to be doubted whether any material growth which is to be
secured only by the degradation of our citizenship is a national gain, even from the most materialistic
point of view.
Let us now inquire what are the changes in our general conditions which seem to demand a revision of
the opinion and policy heretofore held regarding immigration. Three of these are subjective, affecting our
capability of easily and safely taking care of a large and tumultuous access of foreigners; the fourth is
objective, and concerns the character of the immigration now directed upon our shores. Time will serve
for only a rapid characterization.
First, we have the important fact of the complete exhaustion of the free public lands of the United
States. Fifty years ago, thirty years ago, vast tracts of arable laud were open to every person arriving on
our shores, under the Preemption Act, or later, the Homestead Act. A good farm of one hundred and
sixty acres could be had at the minimum price of $1.25 an acre, or for merely the fees of registration.
Under these circumstances it was a very simple matter to dispose of a large immigration. Today there is
not a good farm within the limits of the United States which is to be had under either of these acts. The
wild and tumultuous scenes which attended the opening to settlement of the Territory of Oklahoma, a
few years ago, and, a little later, of the so-called Cherokee Strip, testify eloquently to the vast change in
our national conditions in this respect. This is not to say that more people cannot and will not, sooner
or later, with more or less of care and pains and effort, be placed upon the land of the United States; but
it does of itself alone show how vastly the difficulty of providing for immigration has increased. The
immigrant must now buy his farm from a second hand, and he must pay the price which the value of the
land for agricultural purposes determines. In the case of ninety-five out of a hundred immigrants, this
necessity puts an immediate occupation of the soil out of the question.
A second change in our national condition, which importantly affects our capability of taking care of
large numbers of ignorant and unskilled foreigners, is the fall of agricultural prices which has gone on
steadily since 1873. It is not of the slightest consequence to inquire into the causes of this fall, whether
we refer it to the competition of Argentina and of India or the appreciation of gold. We are interested

5

only in the fact. There has been a great reduction in the cost of producing crops in some favored regions
where steam-ploughs and steam-reaping, steam-threshing, and steam-sacking machines can be
employed; but there has been no reduction in the cost of producing crops upon the ordinary American
farm at all corresponding to the reduction in the price of the produce. It is a necessary consequence of
this that the ability to employ a large number of uneducated and unskilled hands in agriculture has
greatly diminished.
Still a third cause which may be indicated, perhaps more important than either of those thus far
mentioned, is found in the fact that we have now a labor problem. We in the United States have been
wont to pride ourselves greatly upon our so easily maintaining peace and keeping the social order
unimpaired. We have, partly from a reasonable patriotic pride, partly also from something like
Phariseeism, been much given to pointing at our European cousins, and boasting superiority over them
in this respect. Our self-gratulation has been largely due to overlooking social differences between us
and them. That boasted superiority has been owing mainly, not to our institutions, but to our more
favorable conditions. There is no country of Europe which has not for a long time had a labor problem;
that is, which has not so largely exploited its own natural resources, and which has not a labor supply
so nearly meeting the demands of the market at their fullest, that hard times and periods of industrial
depression have brought a serious strain through extensive non-employment of labor. From this evil
condition we have, until recently, happily been free. During the last few years, however, we have
ourselves come under the shadow of this evil, in spite of our magnificent natural resources. We know
what it is to have even intelligent and skilled labor unemployed through considerable periods of time.
This change of conditions is likely to bring some abatement to our national pride. No longer is it a
matter of course that every industrious and temperate man can find work in the United States. And it is
to be remembered that, of all nations, we are the one which is least qualified to deal with a labor
problem. We have not the machinery, we have not the army, we have not the police, we have not the
traditions and instincts, for dealing with such a matter, as the great railroad and other strikes of the last
few years have shown.
I have spoken of three changes in the national condition, all subjective, which greatly affect our
capability of dealing with a large and tumultuous immigration. There is a fourth, which is objective. It
concerns the character of the foreigners now resorting to our shores. Fifty, even thirty years ago, there
was a rightful presumption regarding the average immigrant that he was among the most enterprising,
thrifty, alert, adventurous, and courageous of the community from which he came. It required no small
energy, prudence, forethought, and pains to conduct the inquiries relating to his migration, to accumulate
the necessary means, and to find his way across the Atlantic. Today the presumption is completely
reversed. So thoroughly has the continent of Europe been crossed by railways, so effectively has the
business of emigration there been exploited, so much have the rates of railroad fares and ocean passage
been reduced, that it is now among the least thrifty and prosperous members of any European
community that the emigration agent finds his best recruiting-ground. The care and pains required have
been reduced to a minimum; while the agent of the Red Star Line or the White Star Line is everywhere at
hand, to suggest migration to those who are not getting on well at home. The intending emigrants are
looked after from the moment they are locked into the cars in their native villages until they stretch
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themselves upon the floors of the buildings on Ellis Island, in New York. Illustrations of the ease and
facility with which this Pipe Line Immigration is now carried on might be given in profusion. So broad
and smooth is the channel, there is no reason why every foul and stagnant pool of population in
Europe, which no breath of intellectual or industrial life has stirred for ages, should not be decanted
upon our soil. Hard times here may momentarily check the flow; but it will not be permanently stopped
so long as any difference of economic level exists between our population and that of the most degraded
communities abroad.
But it is not alone that the presumption regarding the immigrant of today is so widely different from
that which existed regarding the immigrant of thirty or fifty years ago. The immigrant of the former time
came almost exclusively from western and northern Europe. We have now tapped great reservoirs of
population then almost unknown to the passenger lists of our arriving vessels. Only a short time ago,
the immigrants from southern Italy, Hungary, Austria, and Russia together made up hardly more than
one per cent of our immigration. Today the proportion has risen to something like forty per cent, and
threatens soon to become fifty or sixty per cent, or even more. The entrance into our political, social,
and industrial life of such vast masses of peasantry, degraded below our utmost conceptions, is a matter
which no intelligent patriot can look upon without the gravest apprehension and alarm. These people
have no history behind them which is of a nature to give encouragement. They have none of the
inherited instincts and tendencies which made it comparatively easy to deal with the immigration of the
olden time. They are beaten men from beaten races; representing the worst failures in the struggle for
existence. Centuries are against them, as centuries were on the side of those who formerly came to us.
They have none of the ideas and aptitudes which fit men to take up readily and easily the problem of
self-care and self-government, such as belong to those who are descended from the tribes that met under
the oak-trees of old Germany to make laws and choose chieftains.
Their habits of life, again, are of the most revolting kind. Read the description given by Mr. Riis of the
police driving from the garbage dumps the miserable beings who try to burrow in those depths of
unutterable filth and slime in order that they may eat and sleep there! Was it in cement like this that the
foundations of our republic were laid? What effects must be produced upon our social standards, and
upon the ambitions and aspirations of our people, by a contact so foul and loathsome? The influence
upon the American rate of wages of a competition like this cannot fail to be injurious and even
disastrous. Already it has been seriously felt in the tobacco manufacture, in the clothing trade, and in
many forms of mining industry; and unless this access of vast numbers of unskilled workmen of the
lowest type, in a market already fully supplied with labor, shall be checked, it cannot fail to go on from
bad to worse, in breaking down the standard which has been maintained with so much care and at so
much cost. The competition of paupers is far more telling and more killing than the competition of
pauper-made goods. Degraded labor in the slums of foreign cities may be prejudicial to intelligent,
ambitious, self-respecting labor here; but it does not threaten half so much evil as does degraded labor in
the garrets of our native cities.
Finally, the present situation is most menacing to our peace and political, safety. In all the social and
industrial disorders of this country since 1877, the foreign elements have proved themselves the ready
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tools of demagogues in defying the law, in destroying property, and in working violence. A learned
clergyman who mingled with the socialistic mob which, two years ago, threatened the State House and
the governor of Massachusetts, told me that during the entire disturbance he heard no word spoken in
any language which he knew—either in English, in German, or in French. There may be those who can
contemplate the addition to our population of vast numbers of persons having no inherited instincts of
self-government and respect for law; knowing no restraint upon their own passions but the club of the
policeman or the bayonet of the soldier; forming communities, by the tens of thousands, in which only
foreign tongues are spoken, and into which can steal no influence from our free institutions and from
popular discussion. But I confess to being far less optimistic. I have conversed with one of the highest
officers of the United States army and with one of the highest officers of the civil government regarding
the state of affairs which existed during the summer of 1894; and the revelations they made of facts not
generally known, going to show how the ship of state grazed along its whole side upon the rocks, were
enough to appall the most sanguine American, the most hearty believer in free government. Have we the
right to expose the republic to any increase of the dangers from this source which now so manifestly
threaten our peace and safety?
For it is never to be forgotten that self-defense is the first law of nature and of nations. If that man who
careth not for his own household is worse than an infidel, the nation which permits its institutions to be
endangered by any cause which can fairly be removed is guilty not less in Christian than in natural law.
Charity begins at home; and while the people of the United States have gladly offered an asylum to
millions upon millions of the distressed and unfortunate of other lands and climes, they have no right to
carry their hospitality one step beyond the line where American institutions, the American rate of
wages, the American standard of living, are brought into serious peril. All the good the United States
could do by offering indiscriminate hospitality to a few millions more of European peasants, whose
places at home will, within another generation, be filled by others as miserable as themselves, would not
compensate for any permanent injury done to our republic. Our highest duty to charity and to
humanity is to make this great experiment, here, of free laws and educated labor, the most triumphant
success that can possibly be attained. In this way we shall do far more for Europe than by allowing its
city slums and its vast stagnant reservoirs of degraded peasantry to be drained off upon our soil. Within
the decade between 1880 and 1890 five and a quarter millions of foreigners entered our ports! No nation
in human history ever undertook to deal with such masses of alien population. That man must be a
sentimentalist and an optimist beyond all bounds of reason who believes that we can take such a load
upon the national stomach without a failure of assimilation, and without great danger to the health and
life of the nation. For one, I believe it is time that we should take a rest, and give our social, political,
and industrial system some chance to recuperate. The problems which so sternly confront us today are
serious enough without being complicated and aggravated by the addition of some millions of
Hungarians, Bohemians, Poles, south Italians, and Russian Jews.
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