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Social Compass 47(1), 2000, 63–76

Gary Gerstle

American Freedom, American Coercion:
Immigrant Journeys in the ‘‘Promised Land’’

The author examines the myth of America as the Promised Land and inquires
into how well it allows us to comprehend the experience of the millions of
immigrants who arrived in the United States in the 19th and 20th centuries. He
suggests that the most common interpretation of this myth—America as a
land of opportunity for all—is of limited utility. Such an interpretation cannot
explain the hardship, discrimination, and outright exclusion experienced by
many immigrants, especially those whose religion, politics, or race was
suspect. It also fails to account for the millions who came to America not to
build a new life but merely to earn enough to resuscitate their ‘‘old life’’ in
Europe. However, a more complex and historically nuanced version of the
myth, particularly its use in the expulsion of native Americans and the
disciplining of recalcitrant members of the ‘‘chosen’’ community, suggests a
workable framework within which to study the history of immigrants to
America.

L’auteur interroge la capacité du mythe de l’Amérique comme Terre promise
à bien rendre compte de l’expérience de millions d’immigrants arrivés aux
Etats-Unis au cours des 19ème et 20ème siècles. Il suggère que l’interprétation
la plus commune de l’Amérique comme pays où tout est possible est d’une
pertinence limitée, car elle n’explique pas les épreuves, la discrimination et
l’exclusion expérimentées par beaucoup d’immigrants, particulièrement ceux
dont la religion, l’opinion politique ou la race sont suspectes. Elle ne prend
pas non plus en compte les millions de gens qui vinrent en Amérique, non pas
pour commencer une nouvelle vie, mais simplement pour gagner
suffisamment d’argent pour redorer leur ‘‘ancienne vie’’ en Europe. Une
interprétation plus complexe et nuancée de ce mythe, notamment en ce qu’il a
été utilisé dans le but d’expulser les autochtones américains et de rappeler à
l’ordre les membres récalcitrants du peuple ‘‘élu’’, suggère un autre cadre
interprétatif de l’histoire des immigrants en Amérique.

The eminent historian of American immigration, Oscar Handlin, began his
classic book The Uprooted with these words: ‘‘Once I thought to write a
history of the immigrants in America. Then I discovered that the immi-
grants were American history’’ (Handlin, 1981: 3). Statistics bear out
Handlin’s point. In 1900, approximately 76 million people inhabited the
United States. Into this society, in the years between 1880 and 1920, came
about 24 million immigrants, a majority of whom arrived between 1900 and
1914. By 1914, a full third of Americans were either immigrants themselves
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or living in households with at least one immigrant parent. By 1920,
immigrants and their children accounted for more than 70 percent of the
total population in Boston, New York, Chicago, and Milwaukee; more than
60 percent in Buffalo, Cleveland, Detroit, Minneapolis, and San Francisco;
and more than 50 percent in Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, and Seattle. A large
majority of these immigrants, approximately 75 percent, were from Europe
and increasingly from southern and eastern Europe. On the eve of the First
World War, Germans were still the single largest immigrant group, but their
numbers, along with those from Ireland and other countries from northwest
Europe, were being eclipsed by the cumulative weight of 3 to 4 million
Italians, 2 million Russian and Polish Jews, 2 million Hungarians, approx-
imately 4 million Slavs and 1 million Lithuanians, Greeks, and Portuguese.
Some states received significant numbers of non-European immigrants—
Chinese, Japanese, and Filipinos in California; Mexicans in California and
the Southwest; and French Canadians in New England—whose presence
profoundly affected regional economies, politics, and culture (Dinnerstein
et al., 1990: 124–147; Kennedy, 1980: 24; United States Department of
Commerce, Bureau of the Census, 1931–1933 passim).

A social phenomenon of this magnitude is bound to generate a mythology
about the role of immigrants in the making of the American nation, and in
this case it did. By mythology I do not mean views that are necessarily false,
but rather views so powerful and so embedded in the national imagination
that they come to have a life independent of actual experience; or, to put it
another way, the myths themselves become a constitutive part of experi-
ence. The mythology that enveloped these immigrants from Europe is a
familiar one. It portrays America as a land of freedom—religious, political,
and economic. There an immigrant could either practice her faith in ways
denied in intolerant Europe or abandon it altogether in favor of a ‘‘mod-
ern’’, secular existence; there, an immigrant obeying the laws could quickly
gain full citizenship rights and enjoy the political and social benefits that
such rights conferred; there, economic opportunities abounded for anyone
willing to work hard and show some pluck and sense of adventure. There a
person could take charge of his own destiny.

This mythology took shape long before the immigrants of the late 19th
and early 20th centuries arrived. It had its roots in the 17th-century journeys
of the Puritans who fled religious oppression in England and who conceived
of America as their Promised Land. Their reference to the journey of the
Israelites was hardly accidental or casual. The Puritans knew the Old
Testament well and, in the persecution of the Israelites at the hands of
Egyptian authorities, in their wanderings through the desert wilderness, in
their embrace of God’s covenant, and in their deliverance to the Promised
Land of Israel, the Puritans found precedents for their own saga of suffering
and redemption. Like the Israelites’ settlement of Canaan, the Puritans’
conquest of the American wilderness would yield a new society, a society so
pure and blinding in its light, so special in its unique covenant with God, that
the rest of God’s creatures would turn to America for salvation. The
Puritans believed that they, like the Israelites, had been chosen by God to
carry a message of deliverance and renewal to the entire world. This deep
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sense of mission, which would in the 19th century come to be known as
‘‘manifest destiny’’, has been part of America’s self-identity ever since
(Miller, 1953: 463–491; 1956: 1–15, 48–98).

The desire to settle in a new land and to create within it a holy society was
accompanied by a resolve to rid that land of all those who could not, or
would not, take part in God’s covenant. The Israelites entered Canaan as
warriors, with divine orders to defeat and expel the native, and pagan,
peoples already living there. To read the Old Testament accounts of Joshua
and his armies sweeping through Canaan is a chilling experience. The
Israelites, and God himself, could be equally harsh on those within their
community who doubted God’s words or who violated his orders. Chilling,
too, are stories about how the Puritans treated native Americans, Catholics,
and even those individuals in their own communities who were deemed
incapable of entering into the sacred covenant or were simply indifferent to
it (Lepore, 1998; Bushman, 1970). This darker side of the Israelite journey
to the Promised Land, and its reappearance in Puritanical practices in New
England, is relevant to understanding the history of America and especially
the treatment of native and alien peoples. But, in the mythology of America,
the darker side has receded from view. Part of the explanation lies in the
sheer power of the Israelite story of emancipation and deliverance, so
moving and inspiring that it commands our complete attention. Part of it
lies, too, in the ability to rationalize, to suggest that these new, and godly,
societies could never have survived without furious efforts to set themselves
apart from, and above, prevailing social practices and mores. Thus, some
have argued, the bloody and discriminatory origins of these new societies
were a necessary, if regrettable, step in elevating humanity. Finally, these
new societies did develop practices that reinforced their claims to super-
iority. Thus, within 150 years of the Puritans’ arrival, a commitment to
freedom of religion did emerge from Puritan New England and found its
way into the American Constitution. From such developments, many
Americans justifiably concluded that notions of freedom, even if imper-
fectly enjoyed in the present, defined the logic and destiny of their country.
In such ways did the mythology of America come to be associated with
freedom, and not with coercion, repression, or exclusion.

Nowhere is this more apparent than in the writings of liberal intellectuals
in the United States, including prominent sociologists of religion, in the
years from the 1940s to the 1960s. In the 1940s, the Swedish economist
Gunnar Myrdal argued, in his seminal work on American race relations, An
American Dilemma, that the United States possessed a creed that was ‘‘the
cement in the structure of this great and disparate nation’’. This creed
emphasized the ‘‘essential dignity of the individual human being, the
fundamental equality of all men, and . . . inalienable rights to freedom,
justice and fair opportunity’’ (Myrdal, 1972, Vol. I: 3–4, 6). While its roots
lay in specifically Protestant religious traditions and in early modern English
political traditions, it had transcended those particularist roots, becoming
the universal faith of all Americans, Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish, black
and white, Northerners and Southerners. Myrdal did not deny the presence
of racism in American society; on the contrary, he devoted most of his book
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to an analysis of white racist practices in the American South. But these
practices were not part of the creed itself, which is why Myrdal believed that
a firm application of creedal principles to the practices of racial discrimina-
tion would quickly lead to the latter’s dissolution.

Myrdal’s formulation of the American Creed became extraordinarily
popular in postwar America, influencing a broad range of liberal intellec-
tuals including Robert N. Bellah, the prominent sociologist of religion. In a
seminal article published in 1967, Bellah argued that most ordinary Amer-
icans, Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish, subscribed to a civil religion through
which they expressed their commitment to ‘‘the profoundest commitments
of the Western religious and philosophical tradition’’ (Bellah, 1967: 15): that
men were created in God’s image and, as such, were entitled to dignity,
freedom, equality, and justice. Bellah stressed the religious component of
this creed more than Myrdal had, arguing, for example, that presidential
inaugurations were sacred moments in which the newly elected leaders,
acting as high priests, renewed their pledge to carry out God’s will. And he
keenly observed how much America’s secular leaders regularly drew on
Biblical notions that America, like ancient Israel, was to be a light unto the
nations and that America, like Christ, would have to endure terrible
hardship before experiencing redemption and fulfillment. But the character
and function of his civil religion was the same as Myrdal’s American Creed:
it was a noble faith that gave Americans a better chance than most peoples
of creating a society of genuine freedom and justice. Bellah readily admitted
that his civil religion had ‘‘suffered various deformations and demonic
distortions’’ (Bellah, 1967: 12); but, like Myrdal, he expressed confidence
that its ethical core was sound and that its lofty principles would triumph.

Although neither Myrdal nor Bellah wrote about the experience of
immigrants in America, both seemed to assume that these foreigners were
quick to embrace the American Creed and to build free and prosperous
lives around its principles. And, indeed, many immigrants were eager to
testify to the special quality of American freedom. For much of the 19th
century, America opened its doors to virtually any immigrant from any part
of the globe, as long as he or she was able to reach American shores. A
steady procession of groups found in America refuge from political or
religious oppression: the Quakers followed the Puritans in the 17th century,
the Mennonites and other German dissenters came in the 18th, the German
’48ers arrived in the 19th, and Russian Jewry in the early 20th (Daniels,
1990; Dinnerstein et al., 1990). The mythology of American freedom had
often penetrated the imaginations of these and other groups before they had
left their homelands, becoming a factor in their decision to emigrate. In the
years before Zionism became strong, eastern European Jews spoke of
America as the Promised Land, or as the ‘‘Goldene Medina’’, the golden
land; prospective Chinese immigrants talked excitedly among themselves
about America as the Gam Saan, or ‘‘Gold Mountain’’. ‘‘To these hopeful
migrants,’’ Ronald Takaki writes, ‘‘America possessed an alluring bound-
lessness’’ (Takaki, 1993: 192, 279). And many of those who were here
(though few Chinese, as we shall soon see) enjoyed an exceptional freedom,
which they used to practice their faith as they wished, or to make money and
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rise in the social order, or to reinvent themselves with new names and new
occupations. German peasants and artisans who arrived in the 19th century
established rural communities across the Midwest where they cultivated
their German religion (Lutheranism), culture, and language well into the
20th century. A son of Italian immigrants, Amadeo P. Giannini, by contrast,
was less interested in preserving culture than in making a fortune, which he
did by parlaying savings from a San Francisco fruit and vegetable stand into
the Bank of America, at one point the nation’s largest financial institution.
And in America’s big cities in the early 20th century, immigrants and their
children pioneered new forms of romance, consumption, and entertain-
ment, discerning in the institutions of mass culture (movies, amusement
parks, dance halls, department stores, sports stadia) opportunities to shed
Old World pasts and become new men and women. Similar stories of poor
immigrants who ‘‘made it’’—and remade themselves—in America abound
(Daniels, 1990: 145–164, 194; Harvard Encyclopedia of American Ethnic
Groups, 1980: 405–425; Gerstle, 1997: 554–555; Fuchs, 1990).

But, of course, this mythology clouds as much as it reveals. Thanks to an
extraordinary body of work produced by scholars of immigration and
ethnicity since the 1960s, we now have a keen sense, in ways we did not
before that time, of the many ways in which the actual experience of
immigrants differed from the mythology that surrounds them. In virtually
all periods of American history, we now know, a majority of immigrants
were looking for work, not for a political or religious refuge. When the
American economy was booming, they came; when it plunged into one of its
many recessions, they stayed away. Many treated America as a place of
sojourn, not as a place to make one’s home. These sojourners were not
primarily interested in making themselves over into new men or women;
rather, they wanted to save enough money to return home and buy land in
their native villages and gain stature in their local societies. Among some
groups, rates of repatriation were remarkably high: 50 percent among
Chinese in the mid-19th century and 50 percent among Italians in the early
20th century; as high as 80 percent among early 20th-century Balkan
immigrants. Not everyone went home, of course; and among those who did,
many would fail to achieve their dreams and would return a second or third
time to the United States, unable to lift themselves higher than an impov-
erished working-class existence (Bodnar, 1985; Gerstle, 1997: 534–539).

The American dream did not grip many of these poor, sojourning
immigrants. Many were disinclined to take up American ways, and some
openly defied Americanization processes. This defiance took many forms—
refusing to learn English or to send children to public, Americanizing
schools; resisting an ‘‘American’’ work ethic imposed by hard-driving
employers; obstructing the efforts of American-born social workers who, in
the name of an ‘‘American’’ standard of hygiene, placed immigrant house-
holds under moral surveillance; celebrating one’s old world religion and
culture, even when they conflicted with American religious and cultural
practices; and embracing a socialist or anarchist ideology that depicted
America as Mammon, so given over to the worship of money and the
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exploitation of labor that nothing short of a revolution could achieve a just
society (Bodnar, 1985; Gerstle, 1989; Mink, 1996; Meyer, 1981).

To visit America during the years of peak immigration, then, was to enter
a multicultural land, its cities in particular home to a dizzying array of
peoples, cultures, and ideologies. This brazen ‘‘foreignness’’, in turn, pro-
voked anger among those who considered themselves the native born,
leading to recurrent outbursts of nativism—an ideology that called on
America to rid itself of aliens and restore power and authority to long-
settled natives: not Indians, of course, but those who variously called
themselves Protestant, British, Yankee, Know-Nothing, Anglo-Saxon, Nor-
dic, or just plain American or white. Many of these outbursts turned ugly,
culminating in riots through foreign-born districts, the torching of immi-
grant churches and schools, the elaboration of frankly, and sometimes
vicious, racist ideologies, and the implementation of punitive anti–
immigrant legislation. The targets of the nativists varied across time and
place. In the 19th century, they were Irish-Catholic immigrants, depicted
both as a subhuman species unfit to live in America and as clever servants of
the Pope who had been sent to deny Americans their Protestant destiny. By
the early 20th century, nativist attention had shifted to the immigrants from
eastern and southern Europe; the animus against Catholicism remained
strong, now augmented by a vigorous anti-semitism deployed against Rus-
sian Jews. The racial stigmatization of immigrant groups, meanwhile, had
intensified, and the Italians and Jews, in particular, were seen to be carriers
of anarchism, socialism, and other dangerous European ideologies. They
had no place in this Promised Land (Higham, 1978).

Non-European immigrants were subject to some of the worst coercion
and abuse. In 1790, the first Congress had passed a law restricting naturaliza-
tion to immigrants who were free and white; this law meant that Asian and
black immigrants could not become American citizens. While this law was
amended in 1870 to exempt black immigrants from its provisions, the
prohibition against Asian naturalization remained on the books and
enforced (with only a few exceptions here and there) until 1952. Here was
powerful testimony to how much America wanted to be a European or
white nation—a wish that rarely appears in the mythology that I described
earlier (Jacobson, 1998).

We cannot dismiss these anti-foreign impulses as a residue from an earlier
time, when a young America was still trying to shake off its Old World
origins, including, perhaps, a lingering desire for religious, racial, or national
uniformity. Anti-foreign impulses, ideologies, and legislation intensified as
America approached and then crossed the threshold into its 20th-century
modernity. The first big blow came in 1882 in the form of Chinese exclusion.
A total of 300,000 Chinese immigrants had come to America between 1850
and 1880, and this number would probably have grown to several million by
the second decade of the 20th century, had the stream not been dammed.
Imagine how different America would have been in the 20th century had the
Chinese been allowed to take their place alongside the Germans, the Irish,
the Italians, and the Jews as one of the nation’s largest immigrant groups.
But it was precisely this prospect of ‘‘Orientals’’ overrunning America that
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prompted Congress to pass Chinese Exclusion in 1882 and to keep it in place
until 1943 (Takaki, 1989).

This law marked the beginning of a period of immigration restriction that
gathered steam in the early years of the 20th century, climaxed in the 1924
Immigration Restriction Act, and profoundly shaped American society—
immigrants and non-immigrants alike—through the 1960s. The 1924 act was
stunningly successful, reducing annual immigration from outside the west-
ern hemisphere from approximately 1 million a year to 150,000, an 85
percent drop. The law affected southern and eastern European immigrants
even more dramatically, as their annual arrivals fell from three-quarters of
a million (the annual prewar average) to a mere 18,500, a 97 percent
decrease (Gerstle, forthcoming).

The movement for immigration restriction drew, in part, on the belief that
immigrants had made the labor force too large and that wages and social
mobility for American workers had suffered accordingly. But if economic
impulses drove this movement, so did race: many Senators and Congress-
men had become convinced that immigration was undermining the high
quality of American stock by filling up America with races of lower
intelligence, little capacity for self-government, and no discernible moral
restraint. These immigrants were, in the eyes of the restrictionists, drinking
too much, mixing promiscuously with other races (thus threatening Amer-
ica with mongrelization), and reproducing at unacceptably high rates. Such
concerns emerged first in connection with the Chinese and then the Jap-
anese. But, in a move that many of us might regard as surprising, they had
spread by the 1920s to immigrants from southern and eastern Europe. This
is how one restrictionist Congressman, Fred S. Purnell of Indiana, described
the threat of eastern European Jews, Italians, Poles, and Greeks in the
1920s. ‘‘There is little or no similarity’’, Purnell declared, ‘‘between the
clear-thinking, self-governing stocks that sired the American people and
this stream of irresponsible and broken wreckage that is pouring into the
lifeblood of America the social and political diseases of the Old World.’’ On
the floor of the House, Purnell quoted approvingly the words of a Dr Ward,
who claimed that Americans deceived themselves into believing that ‘‘we
could change inferior beings into superior ones’’. Americans could not
escape the laws of heredity, Ward argued. ‘‘We can not make a heavy horse
into a trotter by keeping him in a racing stable. We can not make a well-bred
dog out of a mongrel by teaching him tricks.’’ The acts that Ward dismissed
as ‘‘tricks’’ included the learning by immigrants of the Gettysburg Address
and the Declaration of Independence. Congressman J. Will Taylor of
Tennessee, meanwhile, approvingly read to his colleagues a 1924 Boston
Herald editorial warning that America was entering the same period of
eugenic decline that had doomed Rome. ‘‘Rome rapidly senilized and
died,’’ the editorial proclaimed, because ‘‘it forgot that men must be
selected and bred as sacredly as cows and pigs and sheep’’ (United States,
Congressional Record, 17 March and 8 April: 4839 and 5872).

Even after declarations such as these, overwhelming numbers of Con-
gressmen and Senators voted for immigration restriction and kept it a law
for 40 years. Many of them were not eugenicists, at least not in the extreme
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way of a Purnell or Taylor. Nonracial impulses motivated a significant
number who wanted to inject more order into immigrant processes, or who
hoped to curtail the labor supply in the interests of raising the wages of
American workers, or who desired to control the immigrant population at a
time when a vast state-sponsored Americanization program seemed too
dangerous an undertaking. But very few were free of racialist thinking
altogether (Gerstle, 2000).

The Immigration Act and the racial ideologies it embodied profoundly
influenced immigrants, ethnics, and American society. First, and most
obviously, the act dramatically reduced the number of immigrants; within 20
years, America had ceased to be an immigrant society. Second, it stigma-
tized foreignness and increased Americanization pressures on immigrants
already here. Many immigrants succumbed to this pressure. The number of
foreign-language publications and Catholic national parishes plummeted;
so, too, did the volume of conversations being conducted in some language
other than English. If a group’s old world language survived into the second
generation, by the third it was mostly gone. Cultural movements that we
would today call multicultural—movements that insist on maintaining the
integrity of particularist ethnic cultures even at the cost of keeping one’s
national identity or loyalty weak—went into eclipse (Gerstle, 1989, 2000).

During this time, many immigrants, from Hollywood stars seeking Amer-
ican celebrity to Communists intent on revolution, Americanized their
names. Hollywood filmmakers, meanwhile, many of them of eastern and
southern European origin, were reluctant to reveal anything about their
own ethnic identity in their movies. Thus, the Italian-born Frank Capra,
arguably the most successful of the 1930s film directors, always cast Anglo-
Saxon types—most notably Gary Cooper and Jimmy Stewart—as the
virtuous men who, in his populist parables, stood up for the people against
the vested interests and the cynics. Even for a scene in Mr. Deeds Goes to
Town, a 1936 movie set in New York City, Capra chose to fill an unemploy-
ment line with farmers from the Midwest rather than the Italian and Jewish
workers who, in real life, would have been the ones on New York City relief
rolls. Exactly why Capra’s Midwest farmers went to New York City for
unemployment relief and how they traveled 1000 miles to get there were
details that did not seem to trouble Capra or any of the reviewers who loved
this film. But they are details that should, if not trouble us, then at least catch
our attention, for they signify a deep impulse on Capra’s part to keep his
own people, and thus his own identity, off the silver screen (Gabler, 1989;
Capra, 1936).

Immigration restriction did not, however, turn eastern and southern
Europeans into outcasts, in the Canaanite sense of the term. The act could
do nothing to stop the despised European immigrants already in the United
States from asserting their rights as Americans and pursuing political power.
These people could claim the covenant as their own, an act that had been
beyond the reach of the Biblical Canaanites. And this they (the immigrants)
began to do, often with fury and dedication that took their opponents by
surprise. Eastern and southern European immigrants made their voices
count in politics, first in local elections and then in state and national ones.
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This political mobilization gathered steam in immigrant districts in the late
1920s, allied itself with labor’s resurgence in the 1930s, and helped to secure
the ascendancy of a liberal Democratic party and its New Deal for almost 40
years. A liberal and egalitarian nationalism held this mobilization together,
celebrating an America in which the rich did not live at the expense of the
poor and in which religious or racial prejudice was not tolerated. The
Second World War further strengthened this liberal nationalism and bols-
tered the claim of European ethnics that America belonged to them as much
as to anyone else. The Americanizing ethnics who participated in these
movements came to believe that they had not only altered themselves but
that they had also changed the America that the conservative restrictionists
had bequeathed to them. In some very important ways they had. Through
their support for the New Deal, they had impressed on America the need for
the government to mitigate the effects of untrammeled market capitalism,
to contain disparities between the rich and the poor, and to care for those
unable to help themselves. And in enthusiastically supporting the war
against Hitler they spread a revulsion against religious and racial discrim-
ination to large sectors of the American population (Gerstle, 1989; Cohen,
1990; Andersen, 1979; Fraser, 1989).

For all these reasons, many ethnic Americans came to regard the era of
the 1930s and 1940s, of depression and war, not only as a time of suffering
and sacrifice but also as an era of great advance. The prosperity of the
postwar years strengthened their conviction, as it put economic security,
even affluence, within their reach. This was the America that millions of
European ethnic Americans eagerly embraced; this was the America that
made Frank Capra a wealthy and famous man and engendered in him a
lifelong love for his adopted land. These years, in other words, gave the
mythology of America as the Promised Land a great boost (Harvard
Encyclopedia of American Ethnic Groups, 1980: 31–58).

But, once again, to focus only on the positive side of Promised Land
metaphor ignores its dark side. For as these European ethnics were becom-
ing American they were also becoming white and increasing their social
distance from nonwhites. These Europeans ethnics were settling into a
society still encoding its racialized notions into law and culture. As Con-
gress, in the 1920s, was passing into law a racialized program of immigration
restriction, state governments were strengthening their laws against misce-
genation. Virginia, for example, passed a model law in 1924 prohibiting a
white from marrying a black, Asian, American Indian, or ‘‘Malay’’. At the
same time, it changed the definition of who counted as a black person from
anyone who was at least one-sixteenth black to any individual possessing at
least one black ancestor, no matter how remote. The Supreme Court
allowed this law to stand for over 40 years, until 1967 (Pascoe, 1996). The
liberal and labor movements of the 1930s and 1940s attacked aspects of the
American racial order, standing up for the rights of racial minorities and
insisting that they be given their full rights as Americans. But it is also true
that numerous labor unions and federal agencies re-inscribed racism into
their practices, if not their ideals. And in the Second World War, as America
was fighting a war to rid the world of racial prejudice, the government
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placed thousands of West Coast Japanese-Americans (110,000 people) into
prison camps and constructed an army that not only segregated blacks from
whites but, by and large, refused to let the ‘‘inferior’’ black servicemen fight.
No black soldiers participated in the initial D-Day assaults on the Nor-
mandy beaches on 6 June 1944, a fact accurately (if unintentionally)
reproduced by Steven Spielberg in his celebrated 1998 film, Saving Private
Ryan. But there were hundreds of thousands of black servicemen stationed
in Great Britain, many of them restive because the army had confined them
to the ‘‘domestic’’ chores of building roads, ferrying supplies, and preparing
meals for the white soldiers on the frontlines (Gerstle, forthcoming; Takaki,
1989: 379–405; Sugrue, 1996).

When Americans tell this story, they like to frame it as Myrdal did, in
terms of racism’s last stand: by the early 1950s, this tale goes, racism had
been thoroughly delegitimized, its supporters outside the South, if they
survived at all, driven underground. America was finally delivering on its
promise of freedom for all its citizens. And, indeed, some evidence supports
this view. The barriers against Asian immigration and naturalization began
to fall in the 1940s and early 1950s, Truman desegregated the armed forces
in 1948, and the Supreme Court rendered segregation unconstitutional in
1954. But to tell the story in this way is to misrepresent the experience of the
1930s and 1940s. For if we recognize that the period from the mid-1920s to
the mid-1940s covered the critical years of European immigrants journeying
toward becoming American, then we can plausibly argue that the pressures
working for racialization were as powerful as those working against it. In
other words, as the civil rights movement was gathering steam in these
years, America’s commitment to a racialized society was being reinvi-
gorated. The processes unfolded simultaneously, and both shaped the
Americanization experience. In this context, European ethnics learned to
value not only America’s commitment to freedom but also America’s
commitment to whiteness. And this double education helps to explain what
happened in numerous ethnic districts in northern cities in the postwar
years, as residents there greeted African-American efforts to move into
their neighborhoods with furious and often violent resistance. These Euro-
pean ethnics had acquired whiteness and were determined to enjoy its
privileges. In such ways did they intertwine their notions of freedom with
those of exclusion and discrimination (Sugrue, 1996; Hirsch, 1983; Gerstle,
forthcoming).

To understand why these tendencies toward exclusion have so persis-
tently accompanied the aspirations toward freedom, we may want to return
to the point from which we began: the origins of American mythology in
biblical notions of Israelite persecution, chosenness, and deliverance. Once
we recognize this kinship, we can see how the very mythology of America
may depend as much on a drive toward exclusion as on one toward freedom.
Achieving freedom, in this view, requires separating those who have been
‘‘chosen’’ from those have not; only in such circumstances can a Promised
Land flourish.

The events of the 1960s, despite appearances to the contrary, lend support
to such an interpretation. The Civil Rights Revolution occurred in these
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years, and its supporters tore down the legal edifice on which entrenched
racist attitudes had long rested. The leader of this revolution, Martin Luther
King, Jr, framed his aspirations in terms of American mythology. African-
Americans, he declared, were latter-day Israelites seeking an escape from
persecution and deliverance to their Promised Land. In August 1963, in his
famous ‘‘I Have a Dream’’ speech before the hundreds of thousands who
had assembled at the Lincoln Memorial in Washington, D.C., King stressed
that this Promised Land would be one in which discrimination or exclusion
had vanished, in which ‘‘all God’s children, black men and white men, Jews
and gentiles, Protestants and Catholics, will be able to join hands and sing in
the words of the old Negro spiritual, ‘Free at Last. Free at last. Thank God
Almighty, we are free at last.’’’ Five years later, in Memphis, Tennessee,
shortly before his assassination, King posed as his people’s Moses. He told
his audience that he had been to the mountaintop and had seen the
‘‘Promised Land’’; he assured them that God would enable them to get
there even if he (King himself) did not. His words resonated with his black
listeners, who had long equated their own experience with the Israelite
history of slavery, emancipation and deliverance (King, 1986: 217–220,
279–286).

But not all Americans were carried away by this vision. Resistance to civil
rights advances, South and North, was furious, and the resisters, led by
figures such as Governor George Wallace of Alabama, claimed that they
were the authentic Americans, entrusted by God with carrying on Amer-
ica’s mission. The racism promulgated by Wallace and others like him and
the reluctance of federal authorities to move against them wore down the
faith of civil rights activists in the American dream, causing many to turn
against King and to reject American mythologies of freedom as inherently
compromised by racism, inequality, and empire. In their eyes, blacks would
always serve in the role of the Canaanites, people made to suffer so that the
‘‘chosen’’ among the American people could enjoy their freedom. These
were some of the convictions that prompted figures such as Malcolm X,
Stokely Carmichael, and the Black Panther Bobby Seale to reject Amer-
ican, Judeo-Christian, even western ideals, and to build a black nationalist
movement from Third World liberationist, Islamic, and Afrocentric materi-
als. The influence of this movement was enormous. Black and white groups
transfixed by the black nationalist motto, ‘‘Black is Beautiful’’, began to
question the desirability of embracing the American dream, preferring to
tally up its costs. By the 1970s, a new ideology, multiculturalism, had arisen,
its architects calling on groups to invest their hopes and dreams in some
identity—racial, ethnic, sexual—other than the now discredited nation and
its hollow promises of deliverance. The reputation and influence of the
‘‘Promised Land’’ mythology suffered steep declines from which they have
yet to recover (Carter, 1995; Van Deburg, 1992).

Major strides toward racial equality have occurred during this period of
multiculturalism, both in regard to African-Americans and in regard to
millions of nonwhite immigrants, largely from Asia and Latin America, who
have once again turned America into an immigrant society. With the
advantage of hindsight, it seems worthwhile asking whether a crisis in the
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notion of America as a Promised Land was a prerequisite for this period of
racial progress. It may have been, precisely because African-Americans and
other racial minorities have so often been targeted as the Canaanites and
excluded from the ranks of the covenanted people who would do God’s
work. In this regard, one can discern a certain reasonableness in the black
nationalist insistence that progress for African-Americans could only occur
once Americans, black and white, stopped trumpeting the virtues of Amer-
ica as the Promised Land.

What, then, does the future hold? One possibility is that race relations will
continue to improve and that, as a result, the mythology of America will
gain new life. Were that to happen, dreams of emancipation and deliverance
might flourish yet again, this time without the drive toward exclusion. One
would hope for such a development, which would signal that America had
found a way to preserve what was best in its mythology while discarding
what was worst. But it is entirely possible that the two parts of the
mythology, the drive toward freedom and the drive toward exclusion and
coercion, cannot really exist without each other. Were that to be the case,
Americans would face a choice: either to find a new (or customary) group of
Canaanites against whom to define their chosenness, or to reject the
mythology in its entirety. The choice would be a stark one, asking Amer-
icans to decide between reproducing a familiar though stained past or
embarking on a courageous but dangerous mission to recast the mytho-
logical basis of their nationhood.
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