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 WHAT'S WRONG WITH IMMIGRATION HISTORY?

 David A. Gerber

 Paul Spickard. Almost All Aliens: Immigration, Race, and Colonialism in American
 History and Identity. New York: Routledge, 2007. xx + 721 pp. Illustrations,
 maps, appendices, notes, and index. $95.00 (cloth); $39.95 (paper).

 Paul Spickard has written a massive study, which is evidently based on years
 of reading in a wide variety of historical literatures, as 147 pages of endnotes
 attest. It is the product of an admirable ambition, voiced in enthusiastic and
 uncompromising terms, to straighten out our misunderstandings and faulty
 conceptualizations of our entire history of racial and ethnic diversity. Spickard
 seeks to achieve this goal largely through rinding ways to get race and ethnicity,
 via new conceptualizations of immigration and its meanings, to speak with
 one another rather than past one another, as he believes has always been the
 case. His specific purposes are clear and simple enough. He means to tell the
 story of American immigration from the voyages of European discovery and
 the earliest encounters between European colonist and Native Americans to
 the day before yesterday, but to do that as, he believes no one has ever done,
 by bringing together the insights that have been accumulating, principally in
 history and ethnic studies.

 Based on critical, racialized notions of American diversity from within
 ethnic studies and revisions of immigration historiography, in the service of
 this purpose, he wishes to employ:

 (1) a wider than conventional analytical lens that brings race and ethnicity in
 constant dialogue with one another such that every group but Native Ameri-
 cans are considered migrants from elsewhere, whether they came to be part
 of the American people by conquest and coercive territorial incorporation,
 territorial purchase, the slave trade, exile, or, as conceived traditionally, by
 voluntary migration in search of opportunity and individual freedom. The new
 lens allows for seeing the arrival, resettlement, and incorporation of peoples
 against the backdrop of internal and external expansion by which the United
 States conquered territory and replaced indigenous social systems with its own
 social structures based on class, ethnic, and racial hierarchies. Spickard also
 means to widen the analytical lens to achieve a greater inclusion of women
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 544 REVIEWS IN AMERICAN HISTORY / DECEMBER 2008

 migrants, whom he says appear in immigration history merely as if "they
 were just along for the ride, like a kind of baggage" (p. 234).

 (2) a new chronology that rejects divisions between colonial and post-inde-
 pendence periods, or between the Old and the New Immigration, as in the
 first instance wrong, because the United States only recently has ceased the
 formal acquisition and incorporation of territory (in other words, colonialism);
 and in the second instance, because it fails to account for the presence of the
 Old Immigrants from northern and western Europe in very large numbers
 among the New Immigrants from southern and eastern Europe in the late
 nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. What is central for Spickard, under
 any circumstance, is not so much the cast of character-peoples at any given
 time, but the cycles of population movement linked to economic growth and
 development throughout all of American history, the conquering of territory
 rich in resources within North America and beyond, and the displacement
 and replacement of its original inhabitants.

 (3) an expanded geography that puts every area of the country into play simul-
 taneously in order to counter what the author argues is the bias of immigration
 historiography in favor of the analyzing the East Coast and in particular, New
 York City, and of American historiography generally in favor of seeing frontiers
 in Turnerian terms, as lines between civilization and savagery, rather than as
 zones of cultural and social mixing and interaction. Spickard, in fact, finds the
 West Coast and Southwest more historically significant than the eastern and
 middle states, because the Far Western socio-economic system brought into
 social relations simultaneously a more comprehensive cross-section of races
 and peoples, including Asians, Latinos, and Native Americans, who were for
 long periods of time less a presence or no presence at all east of the Mississippi
 River, as well as Euro- Americans and African Americans.

 (4) a changed analytical vocabulary, composed of new terms, such as normative
 whiteness (p. xiii ), by which he means the mostly unmarked assumption that
 white is the baseline for understandings of everything American; and different
 understandings of old concepts that will transform our understandings espe-
 cially of race and ethnicity. Spickard wishes to establish that race has ultimately
 been the most significant long-term basis of ethnicity, because assimilation has
 not been so much a cultural phenomenon by which a common America was
 formed, but rather a social phenomenon by which five panethnic solidarities
 (white, black, brown, yellow, and red) have been and continue to be formed
 out of diverse populations of people from Europe, Africa, the Hispanic lands
 of the Americas, Asia, and indigenous North America. In the search for a less
 self-serving, Americocentric immigration history, furthermore, Spickard en-
 deavors to understand international population movement as rooted in chain
 migrations and relatively short-term transnational circuits among migratory
 workers, who have had no intention of staying in the United States, but rather
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 GERBER / What's Wrong with Immigration History? 545

 have aspired to earn as much money as soon as possible, so they can go home
 to enjoy the fruits of their labor.

 None of what Spickard sees as fundamental revision is completely new, or,
 in fact, new at all. It is not as if immigration history has been standing still
 or has ever stood still, though Spickard claims that a proper benchmark for
 understanding the field remains Karl Wittke's We Who Built America: The Saga
 of the Immigrant (1939) (pp. 5, 7, 96-8). First, as Spickard himself acknowledges,
 ethnic studies scholarship has examined the same racialized conceptual ter-
 rain for the last three decades and has assisted greatly in dethroning Turner
 by sharing in the new western history's views of the Far West as a region
 of multiple peoples, races, and cultures in constant interaction.1 Second, im-
 migration researchers, both in history and allied fields, have themselves also
 discovered race as a subject. For example, for almost as long a period of time,
 whiteness studies (of the How-the- Germans, Irish, Jews, or Italians-Became-White

 variety) - which Spickard himself finds fundamentally misconceived because to
 his mind such peoples were white on arrival and white they remained - have
 been serving to shift the ground out from under immigration history from
 traditional notions of acculturation to racialization and the privileges or dis-
 abilities attached to social belonging and exclusion.2 If one seeks proof of the
 extent to which race, either in terms of histories of peoples of color or whiteness
 studies, has entered into the discourses of American immigration history, the
 reader has only to examine the table of contents of the principal journal in the
 field, the Journal of American Ethnic History, in the last two decades, in which
 articles are just as likely to appear on African American ethnicity or Native
 American ethnicities as they are on European American ethnicities.3

 Third, while Spickard claims we do not hear the stories of women im-
 migrants being told in contemporary historiography because their histories
 are subsumed under those of the men to whom they were attached, so much
 excellent and long overdue monographic and interpretive work has been done
 on women as immigrants and women as agents in the domestic economy and
 in workplace, from the perspective of women's own experience, identity, and
 consciousness, that this writer has at times in the last four decades come to

 believe they were the only stories being told.4 Fourth, assimilation has long
 been a contested concept, subject to a number of different understandings
 among historians and historically minded social scientists for much of the
 late twentieth and early twentieth-first centuries. A great deal of thoughtful
 effort has been expended in finding ways, in connection with that concept,
 to distinguish between behavioral and cultural change, to understand the rel-
 evance of different types and levels of belonging, to complicate the narrative
 of lock-step, unidirectional flows of individual and group transformations,
 and to compare patterns of assimilation among different waves of immigrants
 from varying points of origin.5 Fifth, and finally, for nearly five decades, since
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 546 REVIEWS IN AMERICAN HISTORY / DECEMBER 2008

 Frank Thistlethwaite's classic, paradigm-shifting 1960 essay, "Migration from
 Europe Overseas in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries," for which I
 am unable to find a citation in Spickard's endnotes after several attempts,
 no serious analytical historian has thought about international population
 exchanges as simply the documentation of "America Fever/'6 Indeed, for de-
 cades, migration has been conceived as a multidimensional process, involving
 movements and counter-movements, in search of opportunity and in response
 to fluctuating job markets, of a variety of lengths of duration between numer-
 ous destinations. Even before Thistlethwaite's 1960 essay, the line between the
 Old Immigration and the New Immigration from Europe had begun to be
 understood as a matter not of absolute numbers, but of dramatically shifting
 numerical proportions, which it truly was and was certainly observed to be
 by Americans in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and which
 Spickard himself eventually concedes, as he must, was the case (cf, pp.7-8,
 96-98, and 184)7 Spickard claims relatedly that the very large numbers of Brit-
 ish migrants of the post-independence period are never really considered as
 immigrants, especially those arriving in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
 centuries, but rather as a type of natural American, and that this neglect assists
 implicitly in marking the unconscious normative whiteness of conventional
 historiography. Such claims fly in the face of the essays of Thistlethwaite on
 British labor migration as well as the work of Rowland Berthoff, Charlotte
 Erickson, Wilbur S. Shepperson, and William Van Vugt, who document exten-
 sively not simply British immigration and ethnicity, but also degrees of British
 alienation from the American mainstream.8 To the extent shifting immigration
 flows, wherever the points of destination and arrival, are conceived within
 hemispheres, states, regions, and localities, both in sending and receiving so-
 cieties, the study of population movement has stood as a pioneering force in
 the effort to globalize, internationalize, and transnationalize historical studies
 begun in the late twentieth century.

 Yet, while not as completely an original vision of the history of American
 diversity as it is claimed, in no other single study perhaps has this history been
 brought together quite as comprehensively or insistently. These exaggerated
 revisionist claims do, however, lead one to ask who Spickard's audience, as
 he himself has imagined it, was intended to be. This is less clear than are the
 ambitions he states. Has he written a textbook for undergraduates, a synthesis
 and mutual introduction for this generation of ethnic studies scholars and im-
 migration historians, or a sort of Whole Earth Catalogue of American diversity
 combining, as he strikingly often does, scholarship, personal political opinion,
 criticism, autobiography, anecdote, and even a self-authored, poetic parody
 for the entertainment as well as enlightenment of all interested readers, lay
 and professional alike?

This content downloaded from 
������������132.174.252.179 on Tue, 22 Sep 2020 13:44:52 UTC������������ 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms

jeremypeschard
Highlight

jeremypeschard
Highlight

jeremypeschard
Highlight

jeremypeschard
Highlight



 GERBER / What's Wrong with Immigration History? 547

 I ask this question, because perplexing differences in voice, emphasis, and
 language often disrupt Spickard's analytical narrative sufficiently, as the ground
 shifts between a variety of ways of presentation and argumentation, that readers
 alternately may find themselves informed, perplexed, and occasionally irritated.
 There is a great deal of what I imagine to be a forceful, strongly opinionated
 personality - at once, sarcastic, funny, combative, tenacious, and sometimes
 nasty in debate - in this volume, and these postures often assert themselves.
 At times, language is employed that seems bent on getting an approving nod
 from a certain kind of precocious contemporary undergraduate. Spickard's
 historical subjects are occasionally called "guys" (pp. 159, 191, 209, 326). The
 photograph, for example, of an athletic-looking Chinese laundryman, who is
 said to mock the conventional notions of the feminized immigrant Chinese
 male, appears with the caption, "This guy carried laundry but he was a hunk"
 (p. 159); the Chinese who successfully contested proscriptive laws to become
 citizens in the era of exclusion are "smart guys" (p. 209). Fox News' s Ann
 Coulter is referred to as a "right-wing cupcake" (p. 453), and commercialized
 Orientalism of the faux-exotic, Chinatown type is called "a great shtick" (p.
 284). Moreover, Spickard doesn't simply disagree with some other research-
 ers; he shouts, for example, "Nonsense!" (p.17) at Victor Nee and Richard
 Alba. Spickard has a tendency to muddy the waters of any argument with
 astonishing leaps of connection, as for example on two occasions, in discussing
 Mexican ethnic youth gang activity and undocumented Mexican immigration,
 he attempts to contextualize their relative significance as criminal behavior by
 casually mentioning "the Enron gang" (and especially its late CEO, Ken Lay) -
 "predominantly," he says, without offering proof of their origins, "English
 immigrants and their descendents" - as an example of parallel or even more
 egregious ethnic crime. You do not have to make light of the profound crimi-
 nality of Ken Lay or Jeffrey Skilling, agree with the theoretical formulations of
 Nee and Alba, or approve of the very offensive Coulter to conclude that these
 assertions of attitude in the guise of evaluation and these conversational-style
 gambits, and this occasional man-handling of those with whom he disagrees,
 seem as unnecessary as they are inappropriate in a work with ambitions to
 find a significant place in constructing our national memory. But beyond the
 hip colloquialisms and the occasional lack of generosity and fairness toward
 colleagues - as well as the occasional idiosyncratic autobiographical asides that
 are offered as argument, the exaggerated claims to novelty, and the insistent
 verbal efforts to lead us to enlightenment, as though the author encountered
 his readers kicking and screaming their blind resistance along the way - you
 can learn a great deal from this book, whether or not you agree with the au-
 thor. This book is worth the long and bumpy ride.
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 548 REVIEWS IN AMERICAN HISTORY / DECEMBER 2008

 Spickard's aim is to write a new immigration history by combining the
 insights about race and internal and external colonialism of ethnic studies, of
 which he clearly approves, with the findings of immigration history, mostly
 about the population movements and incorporations of European peoples,
 which he clearly finds wanting. What can we understand about European
 immigration when we set it against the backdrop not of the crisis of European
 societies and economies and the assimilation paradigms that have dominated
 the field for nearly a century, but rather across the backdrop of colonialism,
 genocide and racial replacement, and racial hierarchy that have characterized
 the larger structuring of American societies, whether colonial or post-indepen-
 dence? Those whom Spickard criticizes as practitioners of Ellis Island history
 (caricatured as later-generation white scholars and intellectuals of European
 ethnic backgrounds, beginning with Wittke and Oscar Handlin), he believes
 to have been nostalgia-driven intellectuals in quest of their roots (pp. 4-11).
 For them, immigration history is "family history" (p. xix). They are said to be
 overwhelmed by the story of their ancestors and convinced that the mostly
 benign assimilatory processes that have served to make them Americans are
 the true story of immigration history. (We can leave for another discussion the
 abiding problem of whether autobiographical inspiration is really a weakness
 in scholarly research. Suffice it to say for now that it is equally plausible that
 it may be a source of creativity.)

 While Spickard tepidly applauds the breakthroughs in understanding that
 the new social history of European immigration has made in the last four de-
 cades, his criticisms of that scholarship vastly outweigh his praise. Ellis Island
 historians lack a wide enough lens to see the historical contingencies - such
 as Indian removal, an economy stimulated by employment of slave labor, and
 pervasive white racism in law and society - that simultaneously facilitated
 the successful social and economic integration of European immigrants and
 blocked those of their competition among Asians, Native Americans, African
 Americans and Latinos. They do not see that their genealogy is a story of
 racial privilege and, unconscious exponents of white normativity, they are
 incapable of marking whiteness and seeing it as the basis for membership in
 an exclusive and elite club, which has helped them gain entry to America in
 a way that has eluded and continues to elude non-whites. Worse still, accord-
 ing to Spickard, are the historians, such as David Roediger or Noel Ignatiev,
 who insist that many Europeans were not white when they arrived, but had to
 become white as part of their process of incorporation and assimilation. For
 Spickard, to compare the terms of incorporation and assimilation of peoples
 like the Irish, Jews, and Italians - each of whom it has been claimed, had to
 become white folks (whatever the precise meaning of that formulation by
 those like Ignatiev who do not make it clear) - with those of other migrants
 from Africa, Asia, or South and Central America is simply wrong, if not an
 agent of reactionary politics.
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 GERBER / What's Wrong with Immigration History? 549

 Since I have been practicing Ellis Island history, studying European immi-
 grant peoples as seen through the lens of European histories, using a conven-
 tional understanding of ethnicity as culture, memory, and history and not as
 race, and various types of assimilation paradigms, it would be disingenuous
 not to respond to Spickard through these understandings of the field.

 In doing so, I do not seek to question Spickard's larger aspirations. Race
 should not be the elephant in the room in the story of American diversity.
 Whether or not Spickard's conception of immigration history, and especially
 of European immigration, in the new narrative he proposes is the most pro-
 ductive of understanding our past is the question I seek to ask. If we have
 to efface significant aspects of our history to accommodate a new, racialized
 conception of it, we may need to find other conceptions that better accom-
 modate the complexity we confront.

 Race is the center of Spickard's indictment of immigration historiography,
 so the discussion may be conveniently narrowed down to issues arising from
 the way the field in its preoccupation with and understanding of European
 immigration has failed, according to Spickard, to deal with it. Two issues
 stand out: the unconscious assumption of white normativity that is said to
 limit the imagination and lead to a failure to see the larger picture of American
 development and the place of race in assimilation theory.

 We can deal with both issues economically in reviewing Spickard's strong
 and explicit critique of the work of Jon Gjerde, whose noteworthy studies
 of Norwegian and other northern and western European immigrants to the
 Upper Middle West in the nineteenth century he criticizes in his text on three
 different occasions, even as he acknowledges Gjerde as an excellent and
 meticulous historian. He departs from his narrative to argue with Gjerde,
 by name, so these intellectual problems must be serious as far as Spickard
 is concerned. For Spickard, Gjerde's work provides an example of autobio-
 graphically inspired history that falls into a "filial piety trap" (p. xix). (Gjerde
 would not have disagreed on the personal sources of the inspiration in his
 work.)9 Spickard finds especially wanting Gjerde's much respected, widely
 praised work, The Minds of the West: Ethnocultural Evolution in the Rural Middle
 West, 1830-1917 (1997). Gjerde's book is a study of the development in post-
 frontier, rural and small town isolation of European ethnic cultures that are
 based on diverse Old World religious and secular traditions and often fall into
 intense conflict with one another and with the dominant American culture

 around them. Gjerde looks deeply into how, building upon traditions and
 understandings that accompanied these immigrants across the ocean, they
 faced and attempted to resolve a great variety of challenges thrust at them by
 the new cultural environment, from the issue of the place of women in their
 communities and the inheritance of their properties to the role of government
 in restricting alcohol and the separation of church and state. The heart of
 his vast and richly imagined study is, in effect, the analysis of a kulturkampf
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 550 REVIEWS IN AMERICAN HISTORY / DECEMBER 2008

 fought out for decades from a number of sometimes intersecting and some-
 times conflicting positions - Catholic, Lutheran, Reformed; Yankee, Dutch,
 German, Irish, Scandinavian - in the Middle Western backcountry. Among
 peoples deeply engaged with one another, warring mentalities and warring
 value systems square off with one another, ultimately about the very defini-
 tions of progress, democracy, family, and community. The books demonstrates
 many significant things, but if it demonstrates anything, it is the capacity of
 the variety of challenges of resettlement in this American context to absorb
 the attention, imagination, and values of immigrant peoples and, in relation
 to these immigrants, of their American neighbors.10

 Acknowledging the strengths of Gjerde's book, Spickard nonetheless ul-
 timately finds it gravely deficient, for as he states, "Nowhere does Minds of
 the West project any sense that these White people were pursuing their lives,
 building their farms, making their families, blending their ethnicities, learning
 their new languages and foods, and changing their identities on land that had
 been taken from Native Americans a few years before" (p. 154). There is, in
 fact, only one reference to Native Americans in Gjerde's book.

 This is not an insignificant observation, to be sure, but it raises issues that
 go to the heart of whether we can write immigration history successfully
 through the racialized lens Spickard would prefer us to employ. Thorough
 a historian as his book proves him to be, we must be constrained to believe
 that Gjerde's evidence failed to yield any sign among the immigrant peoples
 he studies of real engagement with the bloody and tragic historical progres-
 sion from Native American to Euro- American sovereignty. As they struggled
 to make homes for themselves, remaking their lives under radically different
 circumstances, these immigrants and the others, too, appear to have taken
 the country as they found it, which apparently proved difficult enough for
 them. To have written about their history from the perspective of their engage-
 ment with the Indian wars and the removal of the Indians - both of which

 happened, of course, before they had arrived in substantial enough numbers
 to form communities - would have been to write a history of what did not
 happen, and to neglect what the immigrants actually understood to be their
 situation and the worlds that with considerable difficulty they created out of
 their understandings.

 To this, Spickard might respond, as he does in summing up this particular
 discussion of Gjerde, by repeating the truism, "We mark our privilege by what
 we fail to talk about" (p. 155). Plausible enough, but it is a difficult assignment
 to write about what our subjects do not have on their minds, even when it
 is such morally and historically consequential matters as genocidal warfare.
 What they do not have on their minds does not cause them to think with the
 intention of acting. White normativity needs its historian, but one wonders if
 that history has to neglect what Gjerde finds at the center of immigrant nar-
 ratives in the setting he investigates over the course of nearly a century?
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 GERBER / What's Wrong with Immigration History? 551

 Another charge against Gjerde and, by extension, other Ellis Island histo-
 rians of immigration turns on how one tells the story of European immigrant
 assimilation. As I have already observed, Spickard finds that cultural assimila-
 tion is less the issue than, he states insistently on a number of occasions, racial
 formation. Again, he confronts Gjerde directly. In a passage at the inception of
 Minds of the West, Gjerde sets the stage for both the introduction of his themes,
 clashing mentalities and values across the lines of white ethnicities, and of the
 dedication of his book to his mother by stating, "My mother is a daughter of
 the middle border," and describes her Danish and American, Methodist roots,

 her marriage to the son of a Norwegian Lutheran pastor, and her son's (the
 author's) marriage to a German American Roman Catholic. He summarizes
 this history, saying, "In sum, she lived in a region where ethnic and religious
 identities were clearly defined but where interaction between people . . . was
 relatively common and boundaries were often breached. Her narrative is
 emblematic of the rural Middle West."11

 Spickard quotes this passage to make the point eventually that the history
 of this religio-ethnic complexity, in fact, beside the point, and he immediately
 poses his own counter-narrative. Yes, Gjerde's mother's story is emblematic
 of the rural Middle West, but not in the way that Gjerde himself conceives
 of it: "Gjerde does not acknowledge here, but this is a story about the forma-
 tion of the White race. His mother and the others whose lives he portrays in
 the book show the ease with which people of various European ancestries
 blended together socially and familially" (p. 127). Gjerde emphatically does
 not demonstrate that, or at least it certainly is not his intention, for what he
 demonstrates much of the time is the history of the difficulties and profound
 animosities, framed by ideology, culture, religion, and history, that these people
 experienced much of the time relating to one another.

 But this clarification of Gjerde's work is less the point than the larger thrust
 of Spickard' s argument, which is, in effect, that there is a real story here, and
 that story is the formation of white panethnicity. "White" is not capitalized
 in the quotation from Spickard' s text merely for form's sake, but rather as an
 expression of the positing of "White" as a social group, though in American
 life, "White" to mark ethnicity has had a checkered, episodic history, and is
 currently owned confidently and proudly only by the racialist and racist
 Right. Of course, this usage raises a number of conceptual and interpretive
 issues that most academic researchers interested in American diversity are
 familiar with, because they have been wrestling with them for many years:
 for example, what is a group, what blend of consciousness and behavior is
 constitutive of a group, what is the relationship between group and identity,
 can identities be false?

 My principal interest here, however, is in questioning whether there is only
 one story that has true legitimacy or significance and thus should be told,
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 552 REVIEWS IN AMERICAN HISTORY / DECEMBER 2008

 the evidence of the consciousness of Gjerde's and other historian's European
 immigrant subjects aside. Time and again, Spickard corrects not only other
 historians, but also the people they study for failing to see themselves as
 they truly were: as white people, an analytical strategy that ultimately effaces
 a great deal of their history as lived by them and conceived by scholars. In
 effect, immigration historians are told that we have had our minds wrapped
 around the wrong questions, no matter how great their potential for our en-
 lightenment has seemed.

 As I read Spickard's text, in no matter did this effort assume greater diffi-
 culty than in his effort to rush immigrant artisans and industrial workers into
 the white middle class, and in so doing, implicitly question the significance
 of where the fields of labor and working class history and the social history
 of immigration have led us in recent decades in our understanding of class,
 work, popular ideologies, and the development of an American labor move-
 ment and American trade unionism. In discussions of late nineteenth and early
 twentieth century European immigrants, especially Scandinavians, British,
 Germans, Jews, and to a qualified extent Irish, Spickard repeatedly seeks to
 establish them as "middle class from the start" and assimilating "simply into
 Whiteness" (pp. 229, 180). On the basis of proof seemingly offered briefly in
 the story of the socio-economic mobility of one Norwegian immigrant, who
 happens to have been Spickard's own great-grandfather, he offers this sum-
 mation, "Even when they grew up in Scandinavian enclaves, by the time they
 reached adulthood, these people acted as and were treated simply as White
 Americans" (p. 207). (In fact, the family anecdote does not, however, speak to
 race or in anyway suggest that white skin privilege aided his great-grandfather
 in attaining his modest success.)

 In Spickard's claims, middle class is undefined, as is the precise nature of
 whiteness. More seriously neglected are what we know about such peoples
 based on decades of labor, working class, and immigration history, which have
 established a narrative about what these immigrants created at the juncture
 of industrial and craftwork and labor union, family and domestic economy,
 and neighborhood and community. David Montgomery, for example, has
 argued that representatives of such longer established immigrant peoples as
 the Irish, English, Scots, Germans, or Swedes and others, and their American-
 born children became the veterans of the labor movement. They often were
 the leaders of efforts to organize industrial workers in the late nineteenth
 and twentieth centuries and assisted in integrating newer immigrants from
 southern and eastern Europe and ultimately African American workers and
 other peoples of color to industrial unionism.12 Surely, too, the retired Jewish
 Communists, Socialists, and Bundists, who had worked in garment factories
 and building trades, and who argued politics on the park benches in the
 neighborhood in which I grew up, would have had a difficult time accepting
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 GERBER / What's Wrong with Immigration History? 553

 a sociological analysis that led to their inclusion in the middle class and
 would have united (in this alone) in rejecting the honor. Does the primary
 significance of the history of such peoples lie in the fact or assumption of the
 ideological and political limitations they accepted because of whiteness? White
 they might have been, whatever we mean by and wish to make of that, but
 to maintain that this is all or most of what we need to know about them is to

 cut ourselves off from understanding how the aspirations, desperations, and
 social and political struggles that gave their lives meaning ultimately shaped
 a more democratic and inclusive modern America.

 Spickard's rush to flood the ranks of the white middle class is an aspect of
 his larger analytical strategy: to create the racialized panethnicities that offer the
 substitute in this text for classical cultural assimilation analysis. He is clear that
 among various groups at various times, these panethnicities form differently,
 with different degrees of coherence and solidarity so that African Americans
 have a much greater sense of groupness historically than European American
 whites, Hispanics, Asians, or Native Americans, among each of whom there
 have been significant internal conflicts bred of history and memory as well
 as social-economic and political competition. But he is not clear about what
 cultural processes go on within these emergent or emerging solidarities. He
 does certainly believe that "the melting pot," by which I believe he means
 being accepted as American, and thus thinking of oneself as American, has
 happened for the most part only for European American white people. But
 the reader is led to wonder if it might be hasty to neglect cultural assimilation
 completely. Indeed, one is led to wonder what the relationship is between
 the struggle against differential opportunities, legal inequities, and popular
 prejudices faced by nonwhites and becoming American.

 We might well consider the example of those "smart guys," the Chinese
 immigrants of the late nineteenth century, who manipulated American law
 to become citizens, and once they became citizens, as Erika Lee has so effec-
 tively demonstrated, used the law, courts, protest, and strategic alliances with
 sympathetic white Americans, as well as a great deal of tactical cunning, to
 get around racist laws and to expand their rights.13 Is it merely Panglossian
 to wonder what the relationship is between this behavior and the mentality
 it suggests and ethnicization and social and political integration? Call it what
 you will - the melting pot, acculturation, assimilation, or even the ideologi-
 cally suspect, Americanization - one measure of the integration of these Chinese
 and many other sorts of Americans lies in this struggle for dignity, inclusion,
 equality, opportunity, and the right to bargain in one's own behalf that has
 been sustained by formulations of American values. We have no guarantee
 here of satisfactory human relations, let alone justice and fair play. But if we
 have had such values and the struggle to achieve a vision that actuates them
 in common, (and not to mention all of the other things Americans have shared,
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 from popular mass culture to patterns of daily living), can we be as strange to
 one another as these self-enclosed and/or externally imposed panethnicities
 appear to imply in Spickard's telling?

 The stakes here are enormous for understanding and writing the history
 of American diversity. We might return to the problem of Ellis Island history,
 by way of reaching a general conclusion. The overwhelming majority of the
 approximately thirty-five million immigrants who came to this country in the
 nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and remained here were Europeans.
 If we do not get the story of their impact upon our social structures, politics,
 and mass popular culture right, we cannot understand the nature of either the
 process of American modernization or of American modernity itself. And surely
 that impact is related to the worlds those immigrants consciously imagined
 and created as well as those they, like Gjerde's ethnics on the middle border,
 do not seem to have thought much about. Even if it is concluded - and this
 will certainly not be universally conceded by researchers - that we know
 how their descendents' stories turns out - i.e., that they all became ordinary
 white people, or White people, in the mid-twentieth century - that does not
 necessarily speak to what we must know about the beginning or the middle
 of their journeys.14

 Americans have an enormous burden of moral difficulty in writing their
 history, from removing the dead hand of patriotic celebration that breeds lazy
 and self-serving thinking to acknowledging the abiding narratives of racial
 violence and exclusion. No immigration historian I know wishes to be complicit
 in removing race from our history through the evasion of that difficulty. But
 the problem remains: how may we create narratives that speak truly to the
 past, in all of its complex and contradictory variety, without privileging one
 morally pressing and neglected view of our history over another, more familiar
 view, which has lost its luster for what it now seems to us to have evaded?

 David A. Gerber, Department of History, University at Buffalo, is the author of
 Authors of Their Lives: The Personal Correspondence of British Immigrants to North
 America in the Nineteenth Century (2006) and is working on a study tentatively
 titled The Two Narratives: Race and Ethnicity in American Memory.

 1. Of particular importance in marking major, changing conceptualizations and all cited
 by Spickard, are these syntheses: Unbroken Past of the American West (1987); Richard White,
 'It's Your Misfortune and None of My Own': A New History of the American West (1993); and
 Michael Omi and Howard Winant, Racial Formation in the United States from the 1960s to the
 1990s (1986; rev., 1994); Ronald Takaki, Iron Cages: Race and Culture in Nineteenth-Century
 America (1979), and A Different Mirror: A History of Multicultural America (1994); Gary Okihiro,
 Common Ground: Reimagining American History (2001).
 2. See, for example, David R. Roediger, Working Toward Whiteness: How Immigrants Became

 White from Ellis Island to the Suburbs (2005); Noel Ignatiev, How the Irish Became White (1995);
 Karen Brodkin, How Jews Became White Folks and What That Says about Race in America (1994);
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 Jennifer Guglielmo and Salvatore Salerno, edsv Are Italians White? How Race Is Made in America
 (2003); and Russell A. Kazal, Becoming Old Stock: The Paradox of German- American Identity (2004).
 Thomas A. Guglielmo, White on Arrival: Italians, Race, Color, and Power in Chicago, 1890-1945
 (2003), provides a nuanced view, title aside, of the same conceptual model.

 3. The emergence of changes in the conception of the field, including race as a subject, are
 taken up in a special issue, "Future Directions in American Immigration and Ethnic History/'
 Journal of American Ethnic History, 25:4 (2006): 4-167.

 4. The remarkable proliferation of women as subjects in immigration history may be
 charted in Donna Gabaccia, compiler, Immigrant Women in the United States: A Selectively
 Annotated Multidisciplinary Bibliography (1989); Suzanne Sinke, "Gender and Immigration,"
 in A Companion to American Immigration, ed. Reed Ueda (2006), 289-308; and these Journal
 of American Ethnic History numbers: [forum], "Sydney Stahl Weinberg, "The Treatment of
 Women in Immigration History: A Call for Change," 11:1 (1992): 25-46, with comments by
 Donna Gabaccia, Hasia Diner, and Maxine Schwartz Seller, and a response by Weinberg,
 47-69; and [special issue], "Women's Voices, Ethnic Lives through Oral History," 26:4 (2007):
 7-86. See also the valiant effort made at a synthesis by Donna Gabaccia, From the Other Side:
 Women, Gender, and Immigrant Life in the U.S., 1820-1890 (1994).

 5. Michael R. Olneck, "Assimilation and American National Identity," in A Companion to
 American Immigration, ed. Ueda, 202-24, summarizes some of this development of the concept
 of assimilation. But also see these recent works, which further that ongoing development
 out of the foundations laid by Chicago School Sociology in the early twentieth century and
 Milton Gordon in the mid-twentieth century: Russell A. Kazal, "Revisiting Assimilation: The
 Rise, Fall, and Reappraisal of A Concept in American Ethnic History," American Historical
 Review, 100: 2 (1995): 437-71; Ruben Rumbaut, "Assimilation and Its Discontents: Between
 Rhetoric and Reality," International Migration Review, 31 (Winter 1997): 923-60; Alejandro
 Portes and Ruben Rumbaut, Legacies: The Story of the Immigrant Second Generation (2001);
 Richard Alba and Victor Nee, Remaking the American Mainstream: Assimilation and Contem-
 porary Immigration (2003).

 6. Frank Thistlethwaite, "Migration from Europe Overseas in the Nineteenth and Twentieth
 Centuries," Xle Congres International des Sciences Historiques, Rapport, 5 (1960): 32-60.

 7. In the 1950s, such foundational work, demonstrating that immigration did not take
 place in inchoate mass waves broadly defined by nation-states but instead in cycles affecting
 regions and occupational groupings, helped to make the acclaimed 1960 essay possible. See,
 for example, Brinley Thomas, Migration and Economic Growth: Great Britain and the Atlantic
 Economy (1954); Edward Hutchinson, Immigrants and Their Children, 1850-1950 (1956); Charlotte
 Erickson, American Industry and the European Immigrant, 1960-1885 (1957).

 8. Frank Thistlethwaite, "The Atlantic Migration of the Pottery Industry," Economic History
 Review, 2nd Series, 11 (1958), 264-78, and "Migration from Europe Overseas in the Nineteenth
 and Twentieth Centuries," passim; Rowland T. Berthoff, British Immigrants in Industrial America
 (1955); Charlotte Erickson, Invisible Immigrants: The Adaptation of English and Scottish Immigrants
 in Nineteenth Century America (1972), and Leaving England: Essays on British Emigration in the
 Nineteenth Century (1994); William E. Van Vugt, Britain to America: Mid-Nineteenth Century
 Immigrants to the United States (1999); Wilbur S. Shepperson, Emigration and Disenchantment:
 Portrait of Englishmen Repatriated from the United States (1965).

 9. Gjerde begins both of his major monographs in immigration history acknowledging
 the autobiographical roots of his research interests. Gjerde, From Peasants to Farmers: The
 Migration from Balestrand, Norway to the Upper Middle West (1985), xiii-xiv, and The Minds
 of the West: Ethnocultural Evolution in the Rural Middle West, 1830-1917 (1997), xi-xiii. This
 essay was written prior to the untimely death of Jon Gjerde, an accomplished scholar and
 very decent human being.

 10. I reviewed Gjerde's book, alongside a number of other topically related works, in
 "Heartland Pluralism: Middle Western Ethnicities and Mentalities," Journal of American
 Ethnic History, 18:1 (1998): 93-102.

 11. Gjerde, The Minds of the West, p. ix.
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 12. David Montgomery, Workers' Control in America: Studies of Work, Technology, and Labor
 Struggles (1980), and The Fall of the House of Labor: The Workplace, the State, and American Labor
 Activism, 1865 -1925 (1989).

 13. Erika Lee, At America's Gates: Chinese Immigration during the Exclusion Era, 1882-1943
 (2003). I do not mean to suggest that Lee would agree with the implications about Chinese
 American ethnicity I draw out of her work.

 14. See, for example, Joshua Zeitz, White Ethnic New York: Jews, Catholics, and the Shaping
 of Postwar Politics (2007), which suggests that far from coalescing around a common white
 identity and interests shared because of white skin privilege, Italian and Irish Catholics and
 Jews in New York City found it difficult to share common ground, because of fundamentally
 distinct value orientations that have been based on ethnicity and religion. I want to thank
 Ronald Bayor for acquainting me with Zeitz's book. Bayor himself is presently engaged in
 conceiving of a major study questioning contentions about the disappearance of European
 American ethnicities and the consolidation of a white pan-ethnicity after 1960. This was
 evident in his presentation, "Another Look at 'Whiteness': The Persistence of Ethnicity in
 American Life," at a recent conference, American Ethnicity: Rethinking Old Issues, Asking
 New Questions, Jagiellonian University, Krakow, Poland, May 20, 2008.
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