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In a 2000 review of his own book Strangers in the Land, published forty-five years prior, John Higham places his work in the context of Cold War hysteria over the “strangers” who threatened what many perceived as the American way of life.  Yet the question of the stranger in the last decades of the nineteenth century and the first decades of the twentieth was more prevalent than it was in the period from the 1930s to the 1980s.  An explication of nativism in public opinion around the turn of the century, Strangers traces the ebb and flow of that “anti-foreign spirit” in the context of social upheaval and political change that accompanied expanding industrialization, urbanization, and immigration.  Higham’s purview—beginning just after the Civil War and ending with the passage of restrictive immigration legislation of the 1920s—employs political, social, and economic history to emphasize the importance of that period to understanding American nationalism, racial attitudes, religious differences, and ethnic conflict.  A former student of Arthur Lovejoy, Higham also gives weight to the history of ideas.  He discusses “nativism as a habit of mind” that has “mirrored our national anxieties and marked out the boundaries of our intolerance” (x).  He proves his thesis first by demonstrating some of the late-nineteenth century economic underpinnings of nativism, then by making the case that the concept intersected with nationalist and racist attitudes fomented in part by “race-conscious intellectuals” (133).      

Higham’s sources include secondary literature on immigration, nationalism, labor, and race.  Primary sources include periodicals (city newspapers and national magazines); labor union publications and internal records; poetry; letters; diaries; essays on racial and ethnic groups and the labor movement; congressional and other government studies on immigration; and biographies.  They enable a broad approach, but as Higham pursues the history of ideas—which traditionally favors the elite—and precedes the New Social History, he excludes much.  With the exception of labor union sources, he provides few means of getting at a non-elite “public opinion.”  And his contention that Japanese and Chinese experiences were “historically tangential to the main currents of American nativism” (x-xi) is not convincing.  Still, one cannot cover everything, and Higham makes effective use of his sources.   

Higham builds his discussion around three major strands of nativism in America:  anti-Catholicism, the fear of foreign radicals, and the idea of Anglo-Saxon race superiority.  The authoritarian organization of the Catholic Church conflicted with a sense of American political liberty, and the influx of Catholic immigrants in the mid-nineteenth century fueled conspiracy-mindedness and made anti-Catholic sentiment the most prominent form of nativism.  In the 1880s, “papal subversives” bore much blame for the industrial depression of the 1870s.  White Anglo-Saxon Protestants forwarded their claims to “native” American identity, many adherents to which consistently aimed for immigration restrictions through such methods as literacy tests.  Such exclusionary measures did not prevail in the rural West and South until the early decades of the twentieth century, since those regions sought immigrant labor to build their post-Civil War economies.     

The fear of foreign radicals reached back to the 1790s and evidenced an embedded sense of vigilance against threats to political and social stability—that is, to republican freedom (7).  The post-Revolutionary desire to perfect society rather than overturn it had become an American trait by the nineteenth century; radicalism represented foreignness.  During periods that revealed class tensions or that called for American unity in the face of war (as in the case of the Industrial Workers of the World during World War I or of the Palmer Raids that followed it), antiradical nativism increased.  Especially after the 1886 Haymarket incident, fear of foreign anarchists gripped the nation. Higham argues against historians’ assumptions that the shift in composition of immigrants from northern and western Europe to those from southern and eastern Europe widely entered public discussions when it began in the 1880s.  Rather, the Depression of 1893-1897 occasioned a general “fear of the stranger” (68). He thus  maintains his argument for the economic factors of nativism.         

Racial nativism, the most recent strand of American nativism, developed from the early-to-mid-nineteenth century conception of race as part of national character, rather than as a biological trait.  Buttressed by the pseudo-scientific eugenics movement and selective readings of Charles Darwin’s works, a biological concept of race gained ground in the first decades of the twentieth century.  Two currents of racial nationalism had developed in the 1890s. The “defensive” position targeted the “foreigner within” the nation’s boundaries.  The “aggressive” attitude, which developed concurrent with America’s expansion during the conflict with Spain concerning Cuba and the Philippines, included the provision of civilization for overseas “savages.”  Immigration reached its zenith in 1907, and America experienced a resurgent nativism that featured the reemergence of efforts to institute literacy tests.  Yet the economic prosperity of this wave contrasted with previous increases of nativist sentiment.  Nativism became less the result of economic factors than of broad intellectual circumstances.  It seems that Higham has the most difficulty explaining this development in nativist attitudes.  He aims for an inclusive discussion of complex, interwoven ideas, but as at least one reviewer of Strangers remarks, Higham leads the reader down a path of abstraction.  Nevertheless, Higham’s approach to his broader topic results in an impressive discussion of the idea of nativism.      



