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Author:  John Higham is a Professor of History at the University of Michigan, having previously taught at the University of California, Los Angeles and Rutgers University.  He received his education at Johns Hopkins University and the University of Wisconsin.  Having edited and co-authored the book The Reconstruction of American History, a book concerned with the apologist view of American history, coupled with the conservative time period in which Strangers in the Land was published, puts this historian in the conservative or “classic” genre of American historians.





Nature and Scope:  Strangers in the Land is a worked limited to the topic of immigration in the United States between the years 1860-1925; moreover, Higham’s monograph focuses specifically on America’s nativistic reaction to these newcomers.  The topic is pursued in terms of the ebbs and flows of the political, economic, and social methods by which native Americans have responded to both the quantity and composition of these immigrant waves.





Theme:  The central argument of this work is three-fold.  Higham has categorically broken down American nativism into three discernible themes.  They are: anti-Catholicism, anti-radicalism, and racial nativism.  These themes are intertwined, and the relationship of one to another changes with the addition of external forces such as economic recession, international war, and the rise of communism.  Regardless of which theme is dominant in any given era, the viability of all remain ingrained in the American experience.





Historical Observations:  Strangers in the Land has been called a classic work, and as such, the author seems to write from a traditional point of view.  The facts as to specific events, such as the Haymarket Square Riot and the Chinese Exclusion Act are told from the point of view of the federal government and its leading politicians.  Little emphasis is placed on the immigrant experiences of each group which certainly is the Òless classicÓ and more socially conscious, ethnically motivated, and culturally sensitive emphasis taken by modern, post positivist historians.  All in all, HighamÕs specific definition of nativism and his division of it into three specific strains, anti-Catholic, anti-radical, and racial allows him to keep this work focused on the development of his unique intellectual construct.





Main Ideas:  Nativism is an intense opposition to an internal minority on the grounds of its foreign connections. Higham defines nativism in his study specifically as the three separate, but often related strains of anti-Catholicism, anti-radicalism, and racial nativism.  Chapters 1 and 2 set the historical stage since the book examines the years 1860-1925 in detail.  His decade by decade portrayal begins with anti-radicalism in the 1880Õs (Chapter 3) and its resurgence during the 1920Õs (Chapter 7).  Anti-Catholicism surfaces in Chapter 4Õs coverage of the 1890Õs, the start of the second great wave of immigration.  Nativism takes a hiatus in Chapter 5, the Progressive Era, but radical nativism is defined and implemented in Chapters 6 and 7.  Finally, the three nativist strains combine and lead to the Johnson-Rees Act of 1924. (Chapters 8-11)





Major Subjects:   Prior to the Revolutionary War, anti-Catholicism was one of the leading motivations of the nation’s first immigrants.  Before the Civil War, papism and Roman Catholic tradition ran contrary to the new ideas of political liberty and the individual, the newly emerging American character.  At the turn of the century, the Southern and Eastern European Catholic migration rekindled the countryÕs nativism.





Anti-radicalism began in the 1790Õs, and was based on the fact that the American Revolution brought little political or social transformation.  The flexible institutions created by the founding fathers discouraged extreme discontent and revolutionary behavior.  During the post-Civil War Industrial Era, radicalism resurfaced in trends towards labor unions and workers’ rights.  Of course, the Russian communist revolutions of 1917 and 1919 would encourage nativist reaction to the radical ideas of any leader or group in the country.





Finally, Darwinism, eugenics, and Anglo Saxonism combined to create a racial nativism in the United States.  Differentiated as Nordics, Alpines, and Mediterraneans, ethnic immigrants were subjected to the actions of the political, social, and scientific leaders culminating in the 1921 Immigration Act which influenced the nationÕs policies for the next six decades.  Quotas based on national origin were unfairly or dubiously set, based on a pessimistic ideal that the United States had lost its ability to assimilate the growing influx of the rest of the worldÕs undesirables.  The use of the term race came to mean Ònational characterÓ, not physiological actuality.





Auxiliary Features:  Sixty-eight pages of endnotes are included which cover each of the eleven chapters.  On few occasions, these endnotes are elaborated upon.  A form of bibliographic essay is provided in which the author expounds upon each type of primary source used.  In addition, the secondary sources are divided into time periods and topics, and influential sources are given special emphasis.  An index is also included, as well as pictures of the era’s political cartoons, immigrants, and the leading proponents of nativism.





Critical Analysis:  This work is a classic in the sense of the authorÕs objectivity.  Facts are presented without the feeling that the author is striving to convince the reader that his definitions of nativism or his thesis is true or valid.  The book includes countless examples, all documented, yet remains readable.  Only the interconnectedness and latent undercurrents of the three themes seem lost at times, leaving the reader to think that one theme,  say anti-Catholicism, has disappeared in favor of anti-radicalism, only to surface again many years, and pages later, without much explanation.  This scholarly work is well-researched and documented, and for that point alone it should serve as a model for other historians.  As a Catholic, I particularly enjoyed HighamÕs treatment of the ever prevalent religious nativism in this country.


