EDI TORI AL: THE USES AND M SUSES OF HI STORY

"Those who cannot renenber the past are condemed
to repeat it." - George Santayana(l)

"History is nmore or less bunk." - Henry Ford(2)

Henry Ford notwi t hstandi ng, many of us incline towards Santayana's view. Wthout
expecting events to repeat thenselves, we call on history, as best we can understand
it, to help orient ourselves in tine, place and direction. The saying that there is "no
need to rei nvent the wheel" encourages us to exam ne what has gone before. Inthis issue
of THE SOCI AL CONTRACT we take a | ook at the uses and nisuses of history as it affects
our cluster of issues.

Errors abound. The sinple manufacturing of history is perhaps the nbpst egregi ous.
On ot her occasions, we are tenpted to judge past events by today's standards -- and
today's events by past standards. Either approach |eads to distortion

In the inmigration debate, one of the nbst conmon errors is the fal se anal ogy:
since sonme neasure worked (or didn't work) in the past, it will (or won't) work today.
A good exanple of this is the contention that since the |arge nunbers of imigrants we
received in the first tw decades of this century assimlated nore or |ess
satisfactorily, today's high numbers will also do so. Not to worry.

But things are different now. Consider the matter of |anguage. The |ast great
wave of imm gration between 1905 and 1915, when nearly one nillion people a year cane,
brought people fromliterally dozens of different | anguage backgrounds. In 1910 people
came from the Eastern Hem sphere by way of arduous trips and with little thought of
goi ng back (though many did so). It was inperative for themto learn English in order
to leave their ethnic enclaves and succeed.

Today, through the accidents of history, we have | arge nunbers of people coning
fromsinilar | anguage backgrounds who therefore find | ess need to acquire a new |l anguage
to survive. Many inmigrants come fromcountries close at hand by way of convenient
nodes of transportation. They often think of keeping their ties with the hone country
and perhaps returning after acquiring better nmeans of support.

Ei ghty years ago there was a vigorous inmm grant press, but now, in addition, we
have radio and television. It is far nore possible to get information in the native
tongue, and | ess necessary to nake the transition to English. In those former years,
t he gover nnent worked toward assim | ation (Teddy Roosevelt was out spoken on this point);
Jane Addanms at Hull House, and the settlenent house novenment in general, worked
energetically to teach English to the newoners along with the skills for social
survival in urban Anerica. Today the governnent is confused at best, providing ballots
and services in |languages other than English, and underwriting bilingual education
prograns whi ch encourage mai ntenance of the native tongue as the prinmary vehicle for
conmuni cati on

Perhaps nost significantly, there was a hiatus in imrgration between 1925 and
1950, attributable to the immgration ceiling finalized in 1924, to the Geat
Depression, and to the Second World War. This gave the engine of social assinilation
a chance to work. Studying together in the public schools, thrust together by
circunstance into the mlitary and defense plants, |arge nunbers of inmigrants from
diverse cultures were incorporated into the Anerican body politic. Today, neither such
a break in the stream of migration nor a conparable stinmulus to assimilation is in
si ght.

Li ncol n once remarked: "As our case is new, so we must think anew and act anew.
We nust disenthrall ourselves, and then we shall save our country."(3) In that spirit
we invite you, by way of this issue of THE SOCI AL CONTRACT, to take a | ook at the uses
and m suses of history, particularly as they pertain to the debates about immigration
policy and assimlation

(W will insert a paragraph here to lead into the various articles and explain
very briefly why they were chosen.)
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