
Handout D: Debate over 
Immigration Laws 1896–1897

Nativism grew during the periodic economic downturns from 1873 into the 1890s, as native-born Americans 
tended to blame the influx of  immigrants for labor strife, wage cuts, and overcrowding in major cities. One 
proposed solution to the problem was a law that would limit immigration by imposing a literacy test. 

Directions: 
Compare and contrast Lodge’s speech with President Cleveland’s veto below to understand different reactions 
to immigration and what those reactions reveal about American identity.

Document 1: Henry Cabot Lodge Speech in the Senate, March 16, 1896 
(Excerpts)
Source:
https://shorturl.at/Nsbya

Introduction: 
In his speech supporting the 1896 literacy test bill, Senator Henry Cabot Lodge made the following remarks.

Text
It is found, in the first place, that the illiteracy test will bear most heavily upon the Italians, Russians, 
Poles, Hungarians, Greeks, and Asiatics, and very lightly, or not at all, upon English-speaking emigrants, 
or Germans, Scandinavians, and French. In other words, the races most affected by the illiteracy test are 
those whose emigration to this country has begun within the last twenty years and swelled rapidly to 
enormous proportions, races with which the English-speaking people have never hitherto assimilated, 
and who are most alien to the great body of the people of the United States. . . . 

It is also proved that the classes now excluded by law—the criminals, the diseased, the paupers, and 
the contract laborers—are furnished chiefly by the same races as those most affected by the test of 
illiteracy. The same is true as to those immigrants who come to this country for a brief season and 
return to their native land, taking with them the money they have earned in the United States. . . .

These facts prove to demonstration that the exclusion of immigrants unable to read or write, as 
proposed by this bill, will operate against the most undesirable and harmful part of our present 
immigration, and shut out elements which no thoughtful or patriotic man can wish to see multiplied 
among the people of the United States. . . .

[This subject] has two sides, the economic and the social. As to the former, but few words are 
necessary. There is no one thing which does so much to bring about a reduction of wages and to injure 
the American wage earner as the unlimited introduction of cheap foreign labor through unrestricted 
immigration. . . .

If we have any regard for the welfare, the wages, or the standard of life of American workingmen, we 
should take immediate steps to restrict foreign immigration. . . . There is an appalling danger to the 
American wage earner from the flood of low, unskilled, ignorant, foreign labor which has poured into the 
country for some years past, and which not only takes lower wages, but accepts a standard of life and 
living so low that the American workingman cannot compete with it.
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I now come to the aspect of this question which is graver and more serious than any other. . . . The 
quality of our citizenship [which] is endangered by the present course and character of immigration to 
the United States. . . .

What, then, is the matter of race which separates the Englishman from the Hindoo and the American 
from the Indian? It is something deeper and more fundamental than anything which concerns the 
intellect. . . . When we speak of a race, then, we do not mean its expressions in art or in language, or its 
achievements in knowledge. We mean the moral and intellectual characters, which in their association 
make the soul of a race, and which represent the product of all its past, the inheritance of all its 
ancestors, and the motives of all its conduct. . . . What makes a race are their mental and, above all, their 
moral characteristics, the slow growth and accumulation of centuries of toil and conflict. These are the 
qualities which determine their social efficiency as a people, which make one race rise and another fall, 
which we draw out of a dim past through many generations of ancestors, about which we cannot argue, 
but in which we blindly believe, and which guide us in our short-lived generation as they have guided the 
race itself across the centuries. . . . 

[Gustave Le Bon, a distinguished French writer of the highest scientific training and attainments . . . in 
describing the characteristics of the Anglo-Saxon race, which has peopled the United States. . . . The 
dominant qualities of this mental constitution are, from the standpoint of character, a will power which 
scarcely any people except perhaps the Romans have possessed, an unconquerable energy, a very 
great initiative, an absolute empire over self, a sentiment of independence pushed even to excessive 
unsociability, a very influential activity, very keen religious sentiments, a very fixed morality, a very clear 
idea of duty.]

Such achievements as M. Le Bon credits us with are due to the qualities of the American people, whom 
he, as a man of science looking below the surface, rightly describes as homogeneous. Those qualities 
are moral far more than intellectual, and it is on the moral qualities of the English-speaking race that our 
history, our victories, and all our future rest. There is only one way in which you can lower those qualities 
or weaken those characteristics, and that is by breeding them out. If a lower race mixes with a higher 
in sufficient numbers, history teaches us that the lower race will prevail. The lower race will absorb the 
higher, not the higher the lower, when the two strains approach equality in numbers. . . . You are running 
the most frightful risk that a people can run. . . .

Mr. President, more precious even than forms of government are the mental and moral qualities which 
make what we call our race. While those stand unimpaired all is safe. When those decline all is imperiled. 
They are exposed to but a single danger, and that is by changing the quality of our race and citizenship 
through the wholesale infusion of races whose traditions and inheritances, whose thoughts and whose 
beliefs are wholly alien to ours, and with whom we have never assimilated or even been associated in 
the past. The danger has begun. It is small as yet, comparatively speaking, but it is large enough to warn 
us to act while there is yet time and while it can be done easily and efficiently.

1.	 How does Lodge balance emotional appeal and reason in his language in this excerpt?
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2.	 What does Lodge mean by “race”? By “our race”? 

3.	 What specific evidence did Lodge give that immigrants were a threat to the “mental and moral qualities” 
of  America, or that there was danger from immigrants “changing the quality of  our race and citizenship 
through the wholesale infusion of  races whose traditions and inheritances, whose thoughts and whose 
beliefs are wholly alien to ours, and with whom we have never assimilated or even been associated in the 
past”?

4.	 Lodge’s suggested solution to the problems he described was that prospective immigrants be required to 
pass a literacy test as a condition of  admittance to the country. To what extent do you believe such a test 
would solve the economic and social problems that concerned him? To what extent would having more 
literate and educated immigrants make them more likely to absorb an American identity? 

5.	 According to Lodge’s framework, what was the proper approach to creating the “American identity”?
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Document 2: Grover Cleveland’s Veto Message, March 2, 1897 
(Excerpts)
Source:
https://millercenter.org/the-presidency/presidential-speeches/march-2-1897-veto-message-regarding-
immigration-legislation 

Text
A radical departure from our national policy relating to immigration is here presented. Heretofore we 
have welcomed all who came to us from other lands except those whose moral or physical condition or 
history threatened danger to our national welfare and safety. Relying upon the zealous watchfulness of 
our people to prevent injury to our political and social fabric, we have encouraged those coming from 
foreign countries to cast their lot with us and join in the development of our vast domain, securing in 
return a share in the blessings of American citizenship.

A century’s stupendous growth, largely due to the assimilation and thrift of millions of sturdy and 
patriotic adopted citizens, attests the success of this generous and free-handed policy which, while 
guarding the people’s interests, exacts from our immigrants only physical and moral soundness and a 
willingness and ability to work.

A contemplation of the grand results of this policy can not fail to arouse a sentiment in its defense, 
for however it might have been regarded as an original proposition and viewed as an experiment its 
accomplishments are such that if it is to be uprooted at this late day its disadvantages should be plainly 
apparent and the substitute adopted should be just and adequate, free from uncertainties, and guarded 
against difficult or oppressive administration.

It is not claimed, I believe, that the time has come for the further restriction of immigration on the 
ground that an excess of population overcrowds our land.

It is said, however, that the quality of recent immigration is undesirable. The time is quite within recent 
memory when the same thing was said of immigrants who, with their descendants, are now numbered 
among our best citizens.

It is said that too many immigrants settle in our cities, thus dangerously increasing their idle and vicious 
population. This is certainly a disadvantage. It can not be shown, however, that it affects all our cities, 
nor that it is permanent; nor does it appear that this condition where it exists demands as its remedy 
the reversal of our present immigration policy.

The claim is also made that the influx of foreign laborers deprives of the opportunity to work those 
who are better entitled than they to the privilege of earning their livelihood by daily toil. An unfortunate 
condition is certainly presented when any who are willing to labor are unemployed, but so far as this 
condition now exists among our people it must be conceded to be a result of phenomenal business 
depression and the stagnation of all enterprises in which labor is a factor. With the advent of settled 
and wholesome financial and economic governmental policies and consequent encouragement to the 
activity of capital the misfortunes of unemployed labor should, to a great extent at least, be remedied. If 
it continues, its natural consequences must be to check the further immigration to our cities of foreign 
laborers and to deplete the ranks of those already there. In the meantime those most willing and best 
entitled ought to be able to secure the advantages of such work as there is to do. . . .

The best reason that could be given for this radical restriction of immigration is the necessity of 
protecting our population against degeneration and saving our national peace and quiet from imported 
turbulence and disorder.

I can not believe that we would be protected against these evils by limiting immigration to those who 
can read and write in any language twenty-five words of our Constitution. In my opinion, it is infinitely
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more safe to admit a hundred thousand immigrants who, though unable to read and write, seek among 
us only a home and opportunity to work than to admit one of those unruly agitators and enemies of 
governmental control who can not only read and write, but delights in arousing by inflammatory speech 
the illiterate and peacefully inclined to discontent and tumult. Violence and disorder do not originate 
with illiterate laborers. They are, rather, the victims of the educated agitator. The ability to read and 
write, as required in this bill, in and of itself affords, in my opinion, a misleading test of contented 
industry and supplies unsatisfactory evidence of desirable citizenship or a proper apprehension of the 
benefits of our institutions. If any particular element of our illiterate immigration is to be feared for other 
causes than illiteracy, these causes should be dealt with directly, instead of making illiteracy the pretext 
for exclusion, to the detriment of other illiterate immigrants against whom the real cause of complaint 
can not be alleged.

The provisions intended to rid that part of the proposed legislation already referred to from obvious 
hardship appears to me to be indefinite and inadequate. A parent, grandparent, wife, or minor child 
of a qualified immigrant, though unable to read and write, may accompany the immigrant or be sent 
for to join his family, provided the immigrant is capable of supporting such relative. These exceptions 
to the general rule of exclusion contained in the bill were made to prevent the separation of families, 
and yet neither brothers nor sisters are provided for. In order that relatives who are provided for may 
be reunited, those still in foreign lands must be sent for to join the immigrant here. What formality is 
necessary to constitute this prerequisite, and how are the facts of relationship and that the relative 
is sent for to be established? Are the illiterate relatives of immigrants who have come here under 
prior laws entitled to the advantage of these exceptions? A husband who can read and write and who 
determines to abandon his illiterate wife abroad will find here under this law an absolutely safe retreat. 
The illiterate relatives mentioned must not only be sent for, but such immigrant must be capable of 
supporting them when they arrive. This requirement proceeds upon the assumption that the foreign 
relatives coming here are in every case, by reason of poverty, liable to become a public charge unless 
the immigrant is capable of their support. The contrary is very often true. And yet if unable to read and 
write, though quite able and willing to support themselves and their relatives here besides, they could 
not be admitted under the provisions of this bill if the immigrant was impoverished, though the aid of his 
fortunate but illiterate relative might be the means of saving him from pauperism. . . .

A careful examination of this bill has convinced me that for the reasons given and others not specifically 
stated its provisions are unnecessarily harsh and oppressive, and that its defects in construction would 
cause vexation and its operation would result in harm to our citizens.

1.	 How does Cleveland balance emotional appeal and reason in his language in this excerpt? 

2.	 How does Cleveland address the issue of  race?
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3.	 What specific evidence does Cleveland give that the restrictive bill under consideration was unwise, as well 
as “unnecessarily harsh and oppressive”?

4.	 According to Cleveland’s framework, what was the proper approach to creating the “American identity”?


