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USES AND M SUSES OF HI STORY | N THE DEBATE OVER
| MM GRATI ON REFORM

By Gis L. Gaham Jr.

I'n no other real mof our national life are
we so hanpered and stultified by the dead
hand of the past as we are in this field
of inmgration.
-Harry S. Truman

The seat of the mind is in nenory.
- Sai nt Augusti ne

The United States entered a new era of large-scale inmgration in the late
1960s, and in response to mounting public concern, Congress debated and al nost passed
a major inmgration reform neasure between 1981 and 1984. The Inm gration Reform and
Control Act (henceforth, Sinpson-Mazzoli) expired at the very begi nning of the 98th
Congress after agoni zing and | aborious nonths of hearings and | egi sl ative maneuvers.
Though Senator Al an Sinpson doggedly introduced a different measure in early 1985 for

its uncertain run against the odds, it aimed at illegal inmgration, |eaving the |egal
variety for another day. It may be said that the Sinpson-Mazzoli reformbill of the
early 1980s is now a very interesting piece of what students sonetines call "past
history."?

What advisers did the politicians call upon as they contenplated a policy
response to new inmigration circunstances? Review ng the long policy debate, which
actual ly began with an executive branch task force study in the Ford adm nistration
and carried through the Hesburgh Commi ssion to the extensive hearings on Sinpson-
Mazzol i, one finds Congress taking counsel from governnment bureaucrats drawn fromthe
| aw enforcement, social welfare, and foreign policy fields; from academ c denographers
and econom sts; and, overwhel mingly, as always, fromthe self-selected representatives
of interest groups who have a special concern with the topic. In this case, the latter
wer e spokesnen from agri-busi ness, |abor unions, Mexican-American organizations, the
i mmigration bar, church and phil anthropic organi zati ons, Chanbers of Conmerce, and any
stray public interest group from popul ati on or conservation perspectives who wi shed to
advise if not consent. This was proper, and traditional. The subject of inmmigration
touches many aspects of human life, and requires illum nation from many disciplines
and soci al perspectives. But as one separated the subject matter into tine dinensions
- into references to what is past, to what is present, to what will be in the future -
it would be ny estimate that reference to things in the past at |east matched in
frequency nmention of current situations, and easily exceeded references to the future.
What happened in the past was nuch alluded to by congressnmen and senators, and
econom sts, |awers, and other expert w tnesses nade judgnents about history. The past
was abundant |y engaged, but professional historians were virtually absent.

This, too, is traditional. Hi storians have not nuch noticed and al nost never
protested our absence fromthe nore fornal real ns of policy-naking. Yet our subject
matter, not in the sense of ownership but of I|ife-long professional engagement, is
anply and invariably present there. History is much used in the formof its "lessons."
The case under study enlarges a general finding - that such uses are nobst often
pai nful mi suses

In this essay | shall attenpt to denmonstrate how this was so, and to suggest
remedi es. The latter is no sinmple task. If history is ms-used, should professiona
hi storians strive for a formof historic preservation, by demanding that policymakers
renove their presentist hands fromthe body of Clio? Sonme nmay be attracted to this
purist stance, but its real inpact would be minimal. Another possibility is to accept
the role of critic of the abuses of history in policy discussion. This seens a usefu
function, and may be carried out within the policymaki ng process, when the invitation
to participate is extended, or fromthe sidelines. It is an inmportant assignnent, but
one with a negative cast to it. Mght historians also devise and advocate nore
positive uses? | shall offer sone suggestions as to how we m ght nove in both these



directions, taking as a case study the debate over immgration policy reform

This cluster of topics deserves a book-length study. Even in so bounded an arena
as the 1981-84 Washi ngton deliberations upon immigration reform and working only with
of ficial reports and printed congressional testinony while excluding the uncharted
i nner hearts of policymakers where history sits as nenory, an essay can hardly exhaust
the matter. This essay is a snmall and inperfect attenpt to arrive at a | arger
under standi ng of history's current and potential roles in policynaking.

* * *

There is a striking pattern in the many m sconceived resorts to past experience
in the inmgration policy discussion of 1981-84. M sl eadi ng anal ogi es and
extrapol ati ons al nost invariably pushed the policy debate in one direction only. If
the two broad poles were to regard current high immigration levels as troubling, or as
no real problem- to favor less inmigration, or nore - then the past was drawn upon
al nost invariably to reinforce the position that inmgration is good because it was
fornerly a good, and nore continues to be better. What is renarkable in the published
debat e anong policymakers is the al nbost uncontested assunption that history "taught”
that restrictionist reforns in the 1980s shoul d be def eated.

This is a ms-use of history and a matter to which | shall return. But was it
influential in policynaking? Sone have answered in the negative, arguing that
politicians make reference to history only to "provide an aura of intellectua
authority for a position already decided."? Surely there is sone truth in this
assertion, but my experience in immgration discussions suggests that it goes too far.
There are many reasons why Sinpson-Mzzoli failed to be enacted by the 97th and 98th
Congresses, and why it took the forns presented to the full Senate (1982, 1983) and
House (1984) as an inadequate piece of legislation falling far short of restoring
nati onal control of inmmgration to the U S. A major reason was the nature of our
political and legislative system which does not deal well with a social problemin
whi ch the public interest and public sentinment point in one direction, while the
i nterest groups who show up for their part in the dance of legislation prefer the
status quo and play the veto role. This is especially true when the president tends to
shun the issue, as Reagan has done. Many other reasons for the failure to enact reform
m ght be suggested, and Senator Sinpson hinself appears to have concluded that this
"conprehensive" strategy was wong, too many issues splitting a potential consensus
Convictions and fears had much influence - that enployer sanctions night encourage
di scrinmnation, or that certain enployers night have to pay hi gher wages. But anal ysts
have i gnored another nmjor cause both of the neasure's failure and also of its
progressive dilution as it went forward, so that by |late 1984 it deserved neither the
hopes of its advocates nor the anxieties of its opponents. This factor was history, as
enpl oyed.

Hi story was nade to be a strong influence for delay, for obscuring the size of
the problem for obstructing or discrediting avenues of policy which mght bring
effective renedy. If explicit references to (let alone the unconscious influence of)
hi story's | essons had been prohibited entirely, Sinpson-Mzzoli would surely have
progressed nore quickly and in a nore restrictionist version, as national opinion
clearly has desired throughout the debate. A nisapplied past has made our nationa
future more difficult by helping to confuse the policy process.

* * *

Let us recall the policy situation. Legal imrigration into the U S. in the
decades between 1924 and 1965 reform acts has fluctuated greatly, but the average
annual total over those years was 191, 000.°% Totals in that range nade a nodest
denogr aphi ¢ and economi ¢ inpact. But change was under way. In the postwar era, the
U S. becane the world' s nost attractive and open society, a nation with a vibrantly
expandi ng economy, a growing conmtnent to cultural and racial pluralism and nm ninal
enforcement of immgration |aws. Even as the U. S. passed through the Civil Rights
nmovement and the second full decade of postwar economic prosperity, mankind entered an
era of unprecedented popul ation increase which cane nostly in the underdevel oped
i mpoveri shed parts of the gl obe

As the human popul ati on becane rapidly nmore numerous while yet
di sproportionately poor, enhanced gl obal communication and transportation facilities
| oosened the ties of locality. The postwar era was thus a tine unlike any that
humani ty had ever experienced. A burst of global population growth outraced economc
devel oprment in many societies of the Third and Fourth Wrlds, expanding both human
nunbers and human misery. Mgration, always a feature of human |ife and an individua
solution to hardship, quickened in the late 1960s and through succeedi ng decades. Both
in the Mediterranean region and in this hem sphere, the pattern of novenent was from
south to north

In these circunstances the only First Wrld society with a 2,000 nile border
touching the Third Wrld, the U S. recorded a surge of migration pressures. These
pressures came to bear upon a nation with an under-funded inmigration agency (the
I nmigration and Naturalization Service, INS) attenpting now to enforce the new 1965
revision of the basic immgration code. This "npst thoughtless of the many acts of the



Great Society," in Theodore Wiite's words, had inadvertently | oosened the controls on
ref ugee adm ssions and nmade fanmily reunification the vastly doni nant factor in
sel ection, replacing the occupational focus of earlier |aw*

After 1965, U S. inmmgration policy selected primarily on the basis of nepotism
Legal admi ssions unexpectedly tilted strongly toward Latin Anerica and Asia, and a
surge of nonquota legal immgrants reveal ed that there was no ceiling on annua
adm ssions. Legal immgration totals averaged about 440,000 in the 1966-79 period
reached 800, 000 by 1980, then eased back to just bel ow 600,000 annually. Legal
immigration had tripled fromthe 1921-65 norm Illegal immgration also greatly
i ncreased, and though it cannot successfully be nmeasured any nore than tax evasion
estimated conservatively it probably ran at totals higher than 500,000 throughout the
1970s and into the 1980s.

Thus arrived a new context for inmmgration policy. Imrigration is no |onger an
insignificant element in Arerican life, as it seened in the four decades followi ng the
1921 restriction. It is now responsible for 40-50 percent of American popul ation
grow h, and the proportion will go higher as donestic birth rates remain bel ow
repl acenent level. Immgration policy has suddenly becone popul ati on policy, and
di ctates an expansi on whi ch woul d have no end if current trends are extrapol ated.
Prior to a recent study by Leon Bouvier of the Popul ati on Reference Bureau, npst
observers accepted Census Bureau projections that the U S. population will stabilize
around 265 million in twenty to forty years. Bouvier adds the inmm gration factor. If

we continue to admit 1 million (net) inmgrants a year (the current rate is probably
hi gher), and assuming a total fertility rate of 2.0, the U S. population will reach
409 million in 100 years, and will still be growing. Yet a 2.0 TFR i s bel ow

repl acenent |evel! These glinpses of possible futures cone after a national popul ation
commi ssi on concl uded that Anerica would benefit froman early stabilization of
popul ation, a desire shared by nost of the public.®

Thi s enornous denobgraphic inmpact of current immgration | evels was the nost
important result of the status quo. Since Anericans are denographically illiterate
this was not the inpact which npst attracted notice. There was rising concern about
the displacenent of American workers in a tinme of unusually high unenpl oyment. But how
much di spl acenent, and where? The matter was conpl ex, but the weight of evidence
di sheartening. Illegal aliens were displacing Arerican workers in a broad variety of
desirabl e jobs, ranging fromconstruction work in Houston to painting the Statue of
Li berty. They, of course, also filled "undesirable" jobs, menial occupations, which
woul d not be upgraded in wages or status so |long as Third-Wrld nanpower was
avai l able. The chief victimof the job conpetition between citizens and illegal aliens
was the American bl ack, caught disproportionately in the bottomthird of the | abor
market. In the words of David North and Allen LeBel, in a study for the Nationa
Manpower Conmi ssion, "large-scale illegal inmgration depresses wages, prevents change
in the secondary | abor market, and results in the creation of a two-class society."”

These denographic and | abor-market inpacts were quite clear in their main
outlines. Slightly less clear were the inpacts of |large-scale inmgration on public
sector fiscal prospects. No one doubted that it cost governments nmuch noney to admt

refugees on any scale, let alone the |arge nunber of recent years. But illegal aliens?
Early studies indicated that they paid nore in taxes than they took out in socia
benefits. Careful recalculations revealed that illegal aliens represented a noderate

to heavy drain upon public services by the end of the 1970s, as the new residents
| earned of their entitlenments.® An Urban Institute study of inmmigrants in California
found that "state expenditures for public services used by Mexican inmgrants have not
been of fset by taxes paid by this inmgrant group," reversing earlier and |ess
t hor ough studies.?®

Apart from questions of the denobgraphic inpact of current inmmgration (which was
to make America nore popul ated and add to its denographic nonmentunj, | abor-market
i mpacts (which were to displace at | east some American workers and depress wage scal es
for others), and fiscal inpacts (which were negative and painful for Los Angeles
County but difficult to calculate for the U S. Treasury), there was the question of
the | arger econonmic inmpact. Did inmgration contribute to economic growmh? This was a
hi storical question as well as a theoretical one. Some argued that |arge-scale
immigration was a cause of the econonmic growh we had experienced over three
centuries, and that "there is no reason to believe that what was true in 1880 or 1910
or 1924 has suddenly ceased to be true in 1980."% This sinplistic view was w despread
but deeper thought carried others to quite different conclusions. Leading scholars
concl uded that the econony in the twentieth century - specifically, in the 1920s - had
strengt hened when inmmgration was cut off. Sonetimes a national econony needs
imrigration of a certain size and type to assist in desirable growh patterns;
sonetinmes it does not seemto need much inmmgration at all. But at issue was the
future. No one saw it clearly, yet the U 'S. econony was evidently shifting rapidly
away fromits old industrial base toward a nore capital-intensive, information-and-
servi ce base, constrained increasingly by resource shortages and pollution effects. In
such a future, it was difficult to justify immgration policies which brought |argely



unskilled labor to the U S. in the 1980s and had virtually no tie to | abor narket
consi derations, whatever they mght turn out to be. !

What ever the inpacts, immigrants continued to wal k, wade, and fly, into the U S
in large nunbers as the 1970s gave way to the 1980s. The nation's control system
virtually broke down. The INS was swanped by its workl oad, unable to keep track of
students or other visa recipients, its record-keeping a nightmare, its field
enforcement personnel plainly unequal to the task of border or entrepot control. If
| arge-scale inmigration was a good thing, Anerica was a blessed country; for in the
1970s and 1980s, this was our lot. Inmigration now virtually decided the nation's
eventual popul ation total, not donestic birth and death rates. It exerted a mgjor
i nfl uence upon racial, ethnic, and religi ous makeup, |anguages, social cohesion, the
structure of the econony, and the progress of donestic mnority groups.?®?

Wth a power to transformthe nation which was not matched by nmany socia
devel oprments, inmmigration, doubling and tripling within | egal categories and spilling
over into a najor extra-legal phenonenon, coul d have avoi ded being seen as a | eadi ng
public issue only if its effects were widely perceived as benign. Experts would divide
on this question, but the Anerican public was renmarkably undivided. Polls invariably
showed that the public wished |less inmigration on the |legal side, and an end to
illegal entry. A Roper poll of June 1980 found 80 percent of respondents agreeing that
the U. S. should "reduce the...nunber of legal inmgrants who can enter the U S. each
year," 91 percent of respondents in a 1980 Roper Poll wanted the U S. "to nmake an all -
out effort to stop the illegal entry into the U S. of the...foreigners who don't have
visas," and Gallup polls in 1984 found that 3 in 4 Americans "favor a | aw that woul d
prohi bit enployers fromhiring i nmgrants who have entered the country 'w thout proper
identification'." The concept of enployer sanctions, central to Sinpson-Mazzoli, was
favored by 79 percent of Gallup respondents in 1983, while nobre than six in ten people
said that everyone in the U 'S. should be required "to carry an identification card
such as a Social Security card."?®
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Hi spanic interests and sentinent had repeatedly asserted in hearings on imigration
that Hi spani cs opposed enpl oyer sanctions and were not supporters of refornms which
limted either legal or illegal immigration. But surveys in 1983-84 of Hispanics
general ly and of Cubans in Manm revealed that substantial najorities of both
Hi spani cs and bl acks favored penalties on enployers hiring illegal aliens and
i ncreased funding for the Border Patrol, while believing that illegal aliens take jobs
from Anmeri can workers. Asked if immgration | aws should be tougher, 70 percent of
bl acks and 55 percent of H spanic citizens agreed, according to a pioneering pol
taken by V. Lance Torrance and Peter Hart in 1983. %

* * *

In the 1980s these public sentinments devel oped into a reform novenent and the
Si npson- Mazzoli bill was the legislative result, carrying the hopes of all but the
nost unconprom sing restrictionists. In the policy discussion surrounding this conplex
i ssue, one would not have expected history to be much involved. The probl em of
inmmgration was a current and a future one, and the central questions were: Wat were
the nunmbers? What were the inpacts and inplications? Wiat should be done? If American
pol i cymaki ng were a bl ack box of rationality, it mght resenble the thinking processes
of Senator Al an Sinpson of Woning. He did not know nuch about inmgration when his
service on the Hesburgh Comm ssion began. He educated hinsel f, and concl uded what any
rati onal person woul d conclude: legal and illegal inmmgration had in absolute nunbers
reached | evel s higher than the decades before Wrld War |, and the inflow woul d
continue far into the twenty-first century unless sonething were done; the economic
and social inplications of such an influx of people were negative to the nationa
wel fare, on bal ance, so that restriction was inperative.?®

Thi s decided, the main outlines of reformwere clear, though reasonabl e people
woul d differ on the details. Legal inmmigration nmust be reconsidered, especially the
absence of any effective ceiling, as well as the desirability of noderating the bias
of the 1965 systemtoward reuniting fanilies, which had replaced four decades of |abor
market primacy in U S. policy, thus allow ng the desires of individuals rather than
national econonmic interest to shape basic policy. The considerable confusion in
refugee and asylum nmatters nust be addressed. Illegal immigration nmust be greatly
reduced, through sonme conbination of enforceable enpl oyer sanctions, increased |INS
staffing, and perhaps overseas devel opnental and popul ati on control assistance.

If denocratic opinion were mrrored in |legislative outcones, inmgration reform
woul d have conme in the 1980s in the formof steps to reduce overall |evels of
imrigration, restoring the integrity of the nation's disintegrating system for
limting and selecting as foreigners pressed for citizenship. The best neans to these
ends woul d, of course, not be nearly so clear. How to enforce an enpl oyer sanction
| aw? Whet her and how to offer ammesty? Wthin legal totals, how to apportion the
claims of national |abor needs, individual desires for fanmly reunification on U S
soil, humanitarian relief? But the main goal of |egislative reformwuld be clear -



toward policy that was nore restrictive and then enforced. To arrive at this
concl usion, one need not resort to the "l essons" of history.

This was not the result of the 1981-84 battles over Sinpson-Mzzoli. Wat the
pol i cy machi nery produced was not what either Sinpson or Mazzoli originally intended,
and while this is the normin Anerican policynaking, the string of conprom ses had |ed
to generic difference. Sinmpson-Mazzoli, if enacted in its |ast 1984 version. would
have increased legal immigration, and failed to place a ceiling on it, failed to enact
enforceabl e controls on illegal inmigration, and granted a generous amesty which
wouldmhave increased both legal and illegal immgration even above the |evels of
1984.

How to account for this failure of nearly a decade of reformefforts? How did an
effort to control immgration becone stripped of virtually all significant
restrictionist features but enployer sanctions (not backed by a credibl e enforcenent
process), while taking on expansionist features in the formof a | arge amesty, an
experimental guestworker programnot confined to agriculture, and enlarged | ega
adm ssions? The answer is conplex, and one hopes that a conprehensive |egislative
history will be produced soon. Anbng the factors frustrating reformis a newconer to
policy literature, an unusual, lifeless culprit - the past, as remenbered and
dragooned into service

There is space for only the briefest sketch of the role to which history was
assi gned, working from evidence provided by the official record. The testinobny of the
past was repeatedly said to be this: The voices of restrictioni smhave been heard in
the | and before, and the nation should not have |istened. Wat history taught was the
noral illegitinmacy and practical obtuseness of the earlier restrictionist novenent.
"I't is a shaneful truth," said one historian, "that historically raci smhas been the
nost potent single force in shaping U.S. inmgration policy."' So nmuch for the
restrictionist inmpulse, damed out of history. They had all been bigots. They had al so
agi tated about a non-problem for another |esson of our past was that inmmgration did
not bring problenms but was an unal |l oyed benefit. "There has been an underlying
suggestion today that...the nunbers are too high, the inpact undesirable...." said
Senat or Kennedy in 1983. "But as | have said repeatedly...these inplications fly in
the face of Anmerican history and all that we know about the contribution of immgrants
to our society."'® The econoni st-turned-historian John Kenneth Gal braith declared: "The
one thing, however, that we know fromall historical experience is that the demand for
workers increases with the supply of workers.” Inmmigration always drives an econony
upward; it was natural for Anmericans thus to interpret history.?'®

To Fat her Hesburgh, not only did history teach that immgration had al ways
hel ped Anerica and therefore always would ("Enlarged i mrigration is good for Anerica
It is part of our heritage") but historians had so informed the Sel ect Commission. As
Hesburgh wote in the Sel ect Conmission's report:

Hi storians, in their support of increased inmgration,

have cautioned agai nst overly restrictionist tenden-

cies. They point out that U S citizens have al ways

been concerned about the arrival of inmmgrants but

note that inmgrants have al ways nade contri butions

to U S. society.?
It is not clear who these "historians" were. But to Hesburgh, "the historians" had
spoken, and had counselled that reformin the 1980s nust |lead to | arger nunbers of
| egal inmmgrants.

Beyond the | essons that restrictionismcane fromnorally illegitinmte sources
and that immgration always and in all ways was an unal |l oyed benefit, policymakers
claimed to learn fromthe past that the neaning of Anerica, its sense of purpose and
of destiny, was not just enbodied in but intertwined with and dependent upon | arge-
scale immgration. "H story teaches," said Senator Gary Hart as he worked to expand
the nunbers of refugees given asylum "that nany of the Europeans who settled this
continent braved uni magi nabl e hardshi ps... W nust continue to serve as the Canaan for
those today who suffer under the sanme m srul e agai nst which our ancestors rebelled
Each grant of asylumreaffirns this nation's comritnment to the fundanental principle
we hol d nost sacred."?! "Keeping our doors open within reason to the peoples of the
world," said Hesburgh, "is an all-inportant way to renew and naintain the forces and
val ues that have nmade the U S. the great denocracy and world | eader that we are.... It
is inmportant that this vital inflow continue." To fail to expand immigration in these
days, Father Hesburgh reasoned, "would be a betrayal of what is best in us, what the
country stands for above all else - opportunity, freedom and respect to
diversity...."2 But nmy nom nation for the nost nuddl ed non-sequitur goes to one Donald
Hohl of the U.S. Catholic Conference, who told a Congressional panel in 1982

We feel it worthy of our time to review the historic

sequences of the changes in our |aws and some of the

argurments which were eventual |y persuasive in acconp-

lishing reform for today we hear once again the |anment

that the new immgration threatens to change the soci al



cultural, and even linguistic profile of our society.

The inplication is that Anerica as a whole will be a

worse nation for it. After all, wasn't this the judgnent

passed by settled groups on each substantial wave of

immigration? Let us learn fromthe past and not repeat

our errors in the future.®
This translates as: It was a mistake, in the past to restrict imrigration. If one
hears suggestions that inmmgration flows be restricted, they nust be simlarly
m st aken

* * *

What night historians have said of these many uses of the past in the
| egislative history of Sinpson-Mazzoli? On this question there is sone direct
evidence. Historians, broadly defined as those whose principal occupational pursuit is
the study of the past, appear to have been marginally involved in the study of the
probl em and the devising of contenporary solutions. Father Hesburgh affirned that
"historians...have cautioned agai nst overly restrictionist tendencies," and presunably
concurred in the Hesburgh Comm ssion's decision to enlarge legal immgration totals
Hesburgh did not identify these "historians," but we know that he valued the
contributions of that craft. He hired Lawence Fuchs, a scholar with a Ph.D. in
Anmerican government, as staff director. Fuchs |audably comm ssioned several historica
studies for the edification of the comr ssion nenbers, who nay or nay not have read
them 2* The staff report which acconpani ed the conmi ssion's Final Report opened with a
hi storical section, and indeed the second word in the Final Report is "history."
Surely this reflects the orientation of Fuchs, and the one staff nenber with
professional training in history, Susan Forbes. Beyond this point, the profession's
direct involvenment dropped close to zero. O the approxinmately 175 persons consulting
with the conmission as it travelled about the country, | counted only one historian.

This was, however, a great deal of professional advice when one conpares it with
t he congressional hearings record of 1982-84, where experts and other citizens make
their public contribution to policy. In this volum nous record, | found testinony by
only two historians, one not a historian of inmgration at all, and neither invited
qua historian but as a spokesman for interested organi zations. If the subject were
acid rain, Congress would invite and presumably respect expert w tnesses, and not
i ssue an open invitation for all citizens to offer testinony because each had
experienced weat her. Experiencing weat her does not make one an expert on climate
driving a car does not nake one an expert on transportation. But being human nade
everyone participating in the inmgration debate a specialist in interpreting the
nmeani ng of history on that issue. If Everyman is his own historian, who needs the
pr of essi onal s?

Sone may think it a bit of good luck that we historians are not consulted in
matters of policy, which are after all efforts to peer into and nanipulate the future
O her acadenic experts, serving as court witnesses or |egislative consultants, have
been accustonmed to contradicting each other. This has been especial ly enbarrassing,
professionally, to psychol ogists. Mre troubling, historians, who are surely the nost
tentative and anmbiguity-tolerating of all those practicing in or near the broad area
of the social sciences, night becone excited by the prospects of secular influence. W
mght turn out to be, or learn to be, believers in what mght be called the hard-
applied analogy. If those in authority want formulas, Dos and Don'ts, we m ght be
lured far fromour philosophical noorings by the persuasion of influence rather than
ratiocination.

These are real concerns, but those who see nerit in our traditional isolation
have surely m sjudged the point of innocence. Historians who wite in inmgration have
al ready influenced policynmakers and the general public, sonme of whomare surprisingly
literate, and this is true throughout a range of human activities fromarms control to
zoos. Most of what people remenber was not experienced but taught, transmitted.

H storians are nore influential transmtters and teachers than they may think. To
pursue our particular concern, references to the |essons of history on inmigration
issues were rarely, in the debate of the early 1980s, based upon nmenory. The inpact of
decades of unlimted non-Asian immgration, the quality of the Dillingham Report, the
furor over the restrictive laws of 1921 and 1924, even sonething so recent as the
Bracero program - these were influential menories, but alnpbst no policymaker clained
to have experienced themdirectly. Interpretation was based upon sonme hazy
recol | ection of what was |earned fromHandlin, or Hi gham or some text. Qur profession
is already m xed up in the policy gane.

How mi ght we inprove upon this engagenent with policy? | remai n dubi ous about
explicit policy choices coming with the endorsement of "history's |essons," whoever
brings them forward. Mst of our advice shoul d bear upon the process of analysis. One
m ght say that there are at |east three stages in the professional historian's advice,
and the first is negative, the adnonition to stop thinking in a certain way. The other
two are nore positive.

It should first be the historian's task to warn that analogizing is usually a



m s-use of history. Here the layman requires sone el enentary wi sdom Situations are
never exactly the same. An exanple of brilliant success or disastrous failure is easy
tolift fromthe historical record, but this is no substitute for analysis, and is
often harnful. Historians above all others should advise great skepticism about

anal ogi es, and encourage a critical response to their entry into the discussion in the
usual unchal | enged way. There is much in the epigram "One cannot step in the same
river twice." That situations always change is a cliche, but one which explains why so
many of the "lessons of history" deserve a cold eye fromthose who woul d shape the
future

One problemwi th analogies is that you may have them wong, especially if
cobbl ed together out of a layman's menory or distant reading. As a case in point, take
the restrictionist inpulse of the 1890s-1920s. It cannot sinply be stigmatized as
raci st and al armi st, though there was far too much of that. Restrictionismattracted
some of the best minds in Anerica, including many |iberal clergynen, spokesnen for
organi zed | abor and the black comunity, and socialists. The case for restrictionism
had a Leftist heritage as well as Rightist one, which was unsurprising, since the
i mpact of unlimted inmgration fell nobst heavily upon Anerica's working classes. The
Wrld War | era restrictionist inmpulse was indeed | aced with much xenophobi a, yet
drawi ng an analogy fromthat time to the 1980s is sinply insupportable. The
Immigration Restriction League of the early twentieth century, led intellectually by
racists |ike Captain John B. Trevor and Madi son Grant, was vastly different in
assunptions and argunent fromthe | eading restrictionist organization of today, the
Federation for American Inmmgration Reform In the 1970s and 1980s, the case for
imrigration reformin the direction of stricter enforcenment and thus for a restriction
of entering nunbers was strong enough to convince two presidential task forces, one
national commission, 80 U S. senators in 1982 and 76 in 1984, and was nade entirely
without the sort of racist or ethnic appeals so prominent fifty years earlier.

A distorted version of history also underlay the interpretation of what
i mmigration has meant to Anerican society in the decades prior to restriction. Hi story
was said to reveal a sinple story, that mass inmmigration produced unall oyed benefits -
econom ¢ grow h and creative, |aw abiding people |ike your grandparents and m ne
There is truth in such statenents, which are a part of a larger reality. Costs cane
with the benefits. Immigration displaced blacks fromjobs and entire comunities where
they had established a foothold. It sharpened ethnic and racial conflict, and produced
new i nterest groups whose influences on American foreign policy discussions were not
al ways hel pful in charting the best path ahead. Inmigration on a virtually unlinmted
scal e had skewed income distribution in a regressive direction, and restricting it in
the 1920s pernmitted a trend the other way.? The distinguished historian John H gham
whose senminal Strangers in the Land (1956) told us so nmuch about nativist inpulses
which were a part of the notivation for restriction, has witten in apparently unread
passages that restrictionismarose also fromreal grievances having nothing to do with
racial or ethnic dislike.? The debate over restriction, as Mchael Teitel baumwote in
Fbreigg Affairs recently, "is a contest of 'right' versus 'right' and always has
been. "

Even when sone episode out of the past is studied with a care and respect for
conpl exity which policynmakers do not appear to think necessary, and even assum ng that
one coul d draw reasonably consensual | essons about what contenporaries shoul d have
done or not done (and not all serious students will agree even on that), an analogy is
a way od transporting dangerous cargo. For tines and circunstances change especially
rapidly in nodern America. "Qur circunstances have changed," one of the two historians
to testify told a bored congressional panel in 1982, "the future is not what it used
to be." The case for restriction does not derive fromthe past, but becones stronger
when decoupled fromit: "Restrictionismbegins with the recognition that inmgration
is a solution to human probl ems which, though it seems to have worked for our
ancestors and for us a very different denographic and ecol ogi cal time, increasingly
becones only a tenporary solution and only for a very few "2 M chael Teitel baum of the
Ford Foundation wrote in 1980: "Today...the U S. situation is unique both in world
ternms and in ternms of our own history."3°

This first assignment of historians who woul d engage policymaking, to convey
skeptici sm about anal ogi es, was so taken to heart by a colleague | recently
encountered at a professional neeting that he declared his disinclination to tel
Congress anything at all if they were to ask about his area of specialization (which
happened to be imm gration). H's expertise was in the issues of another era, he
mai nt ai ned, far renoved fromthe changed circunstances of today. This seenms a prudent
view with which | have sonme synpathy, but | think it not the last word. Perhaps there
is some use after all for carefully disciplined anal ogi cal thinking, an area where we
have much work to do. When some historical episode is close in time, thus shaped by
currents simlar to our own, it seens a nistake not to ponder its contenporary
bearing. Take the issue, within the [arger Sinpson-Mzzoli framework, of "amesty," or
as sone prefer, legalization of illegals already here. Comrendably, the European and
Canadi an experiences with amesties were the subject of careful study, and found to



i mpart a discouragi ng nessage to the supporters of this unprecedented (in U S

i mm gration policy) stroke-of-the-pen solution to the presence of illegal aliens. It
appears fromthe history of recent amesties abroad that they do not reach the target
popul ati on adequately, and have to be repeated. Historical analogies in this case
suggest ed that Sinpson-Mizzoli become a sonewhat narrower gate, dropping the idea of
amesty altogether as unlikely to achieve its ends and objectionabl e on ot her grounds.
These "l essons” of experience abroad were ignored, or at least given little weight,
and anng;ty was a part of the final Sinpson-Mazzoli neasure all the way to its 1984
demni se

The same result obtained in the issue of the guestworker program Such a
program either in the formof a controlled work force in agriculture or a foreign
wor ker contingent which is free to roamthe nation for "jobs Anericans don't want,"
was often proposed as the debate went on. The Hesburgh Commission paid attention to
Eur opean experience with gastarbeiter as well as the Bracero programof the forties
and fifties, and found that the studi es produced unanbi guous "l essons." As tried in
Europe within the past fifteen years, guestworker prograns briefly solved i medi ate
| abor supply shortages, but at a high price in social tensions and service costs from
al i en popul ati ons which expanded from workers to famlies and took on pernmanency. The
host European governnents abandoned the prograns, and even now strive unsuccessfully
to entice the immigrants to emgrate. Al an Sinpson concluded: "The Senate...rejected a
guestworker program...I|f the European experience is any exanple - and it is one we
wat ched closely in our debate and in our hearings - this will result in clains of
equities to justify the workers' right to remain in the country."3%

Thi s pondering of relevant history appeared briefly to influence U'S
pol i cynakers away fromthe guestworker option. Both the commi ssion and the origina
Si npson- Mazzoli drafts rejected the idea. Sone w tnesses made nuch of this version of
history. Arnold Torres of LULAC commented: "W | ook back at the congressional history
of how previous tenporary worker prograns were devel oped in the 1920s and the
1940s...the abuses were ranpant. We kind of feel as though history is repeating
itself."3 Professor Mark MIler told the Senate that "careful exam nation of past U S
experience with tenporary foreign workers policy and of conparative policies in
western Europe reveals an uncanny history of...policy resulting in problenms nore so
than serving the public interest...."3%

Yet here, as in the amesty issue, historical analogies had little power when
they pointed toward the need for restriction. The historical |essons weighing agai nst
a guestworker programwere, as with the amesty, eventually overridden by other
considerations. On the floor of the Senate, Sinpson was forced to accept a guestworker
program Anal ogi es which appeared to support restriction were sonehow i neffective, and
were given little weight. Yet these were the anal ogies to nore recent experience, and
therefore arguably of nore policy utility than all of the harking back to the Statue
of Liberty or the "lessons" of 1921. If all anal ogies may not be banned from policy
di scourse, then one hopes that historians will develop skills as critics of the
anal ogi ¢ technique as applied to cal cul ati ons of what to do about tonorrow.

Thus the inmmgration policy debate suggests a two-fold assignnent for historians
as they confront the layman's favorite substitute for thinking, anal ogizing. First,
hi stori ans must ceasel essly warn against the facile use of past exanple as a source of
policy fornulas. At the same tinme, those of us who have not thrown up our hands in
despair that anal ogi zi ng can ever be anything but a source of error (a position toward
which | adnmit some attraction) nmust work to clarify and apply guidelines for the
rigorous and cautious appropriation of the "lessons" which past episodes nmay contain
for simlar problens in our present. One prudent guideline mght be the suggestion
that anal ogous situations in the past be searched nore eagerly for questions than for
answers.

* * *

But disciplining the use of analogies, as vital as it may be, is a form of
policy device which does not, to nmy mind, reach the historian's full potential. The
nost val uabl e assi stance we bring should be analytical, to supply the historica
perspectives special to our craft.

Those who appeal for historical perspective nean many different things by the
phrase. A central meani ng conveys the act of pulling far enough away fromthe
i medi at e subj ect and surroundings to see the present in its true formand draw
what ever concl usi ons derive fromthat angle of vision. It is often assunmed that this
will bring a certain calmamd the alaruns of today. This seens to ne only one
possible result; on
occasion, that perspective m ght produce a heightened sense of anxiety! John Kennedy,
during the Cuban Mssile Crisis, was not cal ned by what he had | earned from readi ng
Bar bara Tuchman. But there is nmuch nore to historical perspective than its capacity to
nurture, by turns, philosophic detachnent or a revived awar eness of peril

Let us return to our case. Those steeped in history would place the imigration
i ssues of today in a long frame of reference, and then might say any nunber of usefu
things to contenporaries. They might remnd us that mass migrations cut deep channel s,



as mgrants relay information and aid along famly chains. Inmgration thus builds
nmomentum current flows will be harder to curb the longer they are uninterrupted, if
one assunes unchanged push-pull dynamics. O they might comment that newconers are
al ways resented by settled residents, usually for a mx of justifiable and nean-
spirited reasons. O, they mght rem nd others that predictions of econonmic calanity
in the event of the curtailment of access to a | owwage popul ati on have been made nmany
times by those who use that |labor. In the nost inportant of such instances within the
| ast century - slavery in the South, and child labor in industry - the econony
adjusted nicely to the sudden need to get the work done by others. O, it nmight well
be noted that the U S.-Mexican border has a very different nmeaning to Mexicans than to
gringos who in the md-nineteenth century established it far south of its original
position. And | much like the historical perspective offered in this coment on
Si mpson- Mazzoli by the historian John H gham in a letter to the editor of the New
York Tines in 1984

The cl anor agai nst the Sinpson-Muzzoli bill today closely

resenbles the rigid opposition in the first decade of the

twentieth century to any schene of inmmigration restriction

The i nescapabl e need for some rational control over the

vol une of immigration in an increasingly crowded world

was plain to see, then as now But unyielding resistance

fromthe newer inmgrant groups, from business interests

that exploited them and fromthe traditionalists who

feared any increase in the powers of government, bl ocked

all action. The problemwas allowed to fester and grow --

until a wave of national hysteria brought into being a

systemthat was extravagantly protective and deneani ngly

raci st. Hispanic |eaders, chanbers of commerce, and civi

l'i bertarians should take note.®
These exanpl es suggest sone of the fruits of historical perspective, when by this we
nmean the habit of placing the eye where the | ong sweeps of time cradle the
contenporary event, allowing patterns of simlarity and dissimlarity in situation and
context to take on clearer outline

There is yet another nmeaning of the term"historical perspective" which seens
even nore useful to policymakers. An anal ytical asset which comes fromthinking
historically consists of the application of those characteristic nodes of thought
inherent in the historical enterprise at its best. These constitute a specia
sensitivity and skill in two dinmensions of human life - the dinmensions of time and of
context, which mght also be called the diachronic and the synchronic, after Robert
Ber khofer's usage, or sequence and setting, even the vertical and the horizontal. 3

The first dinension derives fromour profession's central preoccupation, change
and continuity over time. As Lawence Veysey put it recently, "an overriding concern
for tenmporality distinguishes the historian from acadenics of all other persuasions -
except astronomers, earth scientists, and sonme biol ogists, who mght be called the
hi storians of nature."® Were are we in the streamof tine? Hi storians push that
question to the front of the discussion. If we develop skill at anything, it is in the
ability to discern which parts of the received heritage of any contenporary nonment
retain or even gain in force and nmonentum and which tend toward debility. Every
nmonent is conposed of strands fromthe past, but these are never of equal vitality.
Reasoni ng by sinple anal ogy confers on every part of the inherited past the sane force
and effect they possessed when they |ast neshed in some apparently simlar situation
I ong ago. Historians know that time enervates and initiates as it noves, that it
underm nes many a fighting faith before that is fully known, and | aunches new forces
of unsuspected power. As we work with tinme, we ceaselessly strive to discern where the
hand of heritage is heavy and where |ight, where time has brought change. W have not
forgotten the words of the Episcopal hym, "new occasions teach new duties, tinme makes
anci ent good uncouth.”

The second di mension derives fromthe discipline' s passion to see things whole
Economi sts think that price drives Man, sociologists ook to social structure,
phi | osophers to ideas, political scientists to the State. But historians nmesh them
al I, addi ng geography, climte, disease, and the ever-confounding roles of exceptiona
i ndi vidual s and of accident. We may often honor our assignnment at contextua
reconstruction in the breach, but our discipline is inherently holistic and nurtures
the contextual perspective

* * *

Where might this lead, in counselling immgration policynmakers in the 1980s?
Li ke econom sts, six historians nmight well have given seven answers (along with sone
princi pl ed abstentions, on the ground that what historians know "does not apply"). But
a certain testinmony flows fromthe analysis to this point. First: Beware anal ogy. In
inmmgration matters (and in nuch else), the pre-Wrld War |1 past is nostly irrel evant
to present circunstances. Anal ogies often nislead when seen as a repository of policy
formulas, failed or successful, though they may prove hel pful as sources of w sdom and



insight. In any event, anal ogies drawn from occasions near to our own tine are likely
to prove | ess nisleading

A second conmunication rings with a nore positive spirit, and advi ses the
donning of the lenses of tine and context. This essay has suggested how t hese
anal ytical perspectives lead to a clearer perception that the national craft has noved
out upon new waters, requiring a restrictionist resolve in our inmgration affairs
whi ch substantially departs fromattitudes and practices appropriate to an earlier
tine.

"I amnot a historian. | wish | were," said Congressnman Ron Mazzoli, "because
this subject we are into involves history."® One understands his wi sh, for indeed the
subj ect was saturated with references to the past, and was powerful |y shaped by group
menory. Judging only by the rhetoric, the past was much involved in the US
government's decision, in 1981-84, that it would bring a certain set of reform
proposals to a floor vote in the |legislature, and then woul d not change the status quo
at all. Surrounded by enotions and naxi ms derived out of history, Mazzol
under st andably wi shed to be a historian in order to sort it all out. H storians were
not ready to be of nmuch help, in the sense that there is no mature literature on the
uses and m suses of history in policymking. Unguided, Mazzoli and his coll eagues did
as they wished with the past.

What are we to make of this instance? W find the past nostly drawn upon, and
apparently nost effectively drawn upon, by the opponents of policy change. In the
early 1980s, the past was nade to confer legitimcy upon a virtual open door to
m grating peoples, since that had brought us all here and endowed this nation with a
noral superiority denied to nore ordinary societies. Hstory laid a noral incubus upon
the very idea of restriction upon free entry, an idea stained by association with
bi goted nmen al armed about a non-problem Historic nenories made the American Jew an
instinctive opponent of inmmigration curbs and gave sone Hi spanics a deep wariness
about any di scussion of a policy area sonehow associ ated with WASP nativism Thus was
hi story nmade to serve as one of the obstacles to a policy revision which was and
remai ns | ong overdue

Have we uncovered a trail toward sone general rule, the past tending to I end
itself to conservative (in the sense of preserving the policy status quo) purposes?
Contrary evidence cones readily to mind. Inmigration as a policy topic presents
unusual peculiarities. It is not often that a contenporary policy reformbears sone
resenbl ance to a course of action that had "already been tried" sixty years before
and this earlier reformhad cone to be renenbered (historians were crucially active in
shaping this recollection) as sonehow di sreputable in notive and some sort of m stake
And one can quickly call to nmind radical departures in public policy for which the
official rationale was essentially historical - Harry Truman's decision to intervene
in Korea, Hitler and Miussolini"s expansionismin the 1930s, even "the Reagan
Revol ution" of 1981-198?

Thus it would not appear that the past is consistently lending itself to a role
as opposer of each and every sharp policy redirection. Yet perhaps the Sinpson-Mzzol
case is indeed a clue to sonething larger. At least in our own inmediate era, and in
donestic policy, the past, as renmenbered by participants in policynaking broadly
concei ved, appears to function as one source of resistance to two sorts of policy
revision in particular. History is effectively depl oyed agai nst suggestions that the
governnent undertake a nore active social role. This function of the "lessons of the
past" is a recent one. The situation was quite the reverse when John Kennedy came to
the White House, and the pattern will presumably continue to prove unstable. A nore
durabl e pattern may possibly be discerned as one ponders the I nmigration debate
suggesting that the past seens also to be called upon frequently and with apparent
effectiveness to inpede or discredit policy change which partially or wholly
repudi ates and departs fromtraditional noral assunptions. Am d confusing and changi ng
ci rcunstances the past seens to lend itself especially well to the needs of those who
resi st policy changes involving noral and ethical re-evaluation.

These observations pertain to the history in the heads of the laity. In one
other sense is the influence of history likely to slant, in the contenporary era
toward resistance to policy change. To the degree that the historical profession
shapes the public mind, or cones to bear nore directly upon the policy process itself,
it will be the influence of a profession on the whol e suspicious of generalization
telling a tale of conplexity, unpredictability, surprise, contingency, unanticipated
consequences. The currents of this mndset nove agal nst many craft - arnadas of
foreign or donestic adventurism to be sure, but also the many smaller, useful
expeditions | eaving old policy habitations for newer, nore prom sing ones.

* * *

Ref orm of immigration |law toward stricter controls in an inmportant sense
redefines the nation. This is a wenching and difficult experience, and in an effort
to postpone it, the past has been brought into play to discourage fresh thought and
candi d reassessnment. Hi story has been given the formof ideology, to nake judgnment
i nfl exi ble. One lesson only fromour past seenms unambi guous, consensual, and entirely



useful in this immgration matter. It is sunmmed up by Alan Sinpson, who cane up with
it hinmself, without help fromthe experts: "This nation of ours has been historically
and consi stently anbi val ent about enforcing its inmmgration |aws. "% Anen, Senator, go

to the head of the class.

* * *

NOTES



