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The cover of Newsweek’s issue featuring the Statue of 
Liberty’s 100th anniversary celebration. The Reagan 
administration used the occasion to reinforce nationalist 
and Cold War understandings of the Statue’s meanings. 



 

Ever since Europeans 
first set foot in North 
America, those with 
shallow claims to being 
American have had 
strong ideas about who 
belonged. 

Before too long, deciding 
that the person just 
behind you as you 
stepped off the boat was a 
scary immigrant was a 
venerable American 
tradition. 

http://www.slate.com/articles/news_and_politics/history/2017/02/trump_s_muslim_ban_and_the_long_history_of_american_nativism.html
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When Americans debate 
immigration, they have, 
for 132 years, inevitably 
found themselves 
wrestling with the 
meaning of a colossal, 
copper-green woman 
who carries a torch. 

It’s often forgotten that, before it was ever 
strongly associated immigrant welcome, the 
Statue was often depicted as a guardian 
and gatekeeper, protecting American purity 
from European immigrant rabble, as in this 
1906 cartoon. 



 

 

 In truth, the statue has 
always proved an elusive 
shape-shifter when it 
comes to immigrants. 

By World War I, immigrants had remade the 
Statue as an icon of welcome and protection, 
a fact that US government agencies used in 
their appeals to immigrants and their 
descendants to buy war bonds, as in this 
famous World War I-era poster. 

http://www.bartleby.com/248/689.html


 

 

African Americans had always had a complex 
relationship to the Statue of Liberty; many were 
critical of the ways its promises of liberty and 
freedom for recent European immigrants were not 
extended to the descendants of forced migrants 
from Africa. This June 1941 cartoon, celebrating 
America’s welcome to European refugees, conveys 
what for many Americans was the whiteness of the 
Statue and her offer of shelter. 



 

While US nationalists made the Statue into an exceptionalist symbol of the United States, 
as uniquely embodying universal liberty, others positioned the Statue as necessarily 
foreign and offshore, representing universal values to which the US itself must be held 
accountable. Amnesty International protestors in London objecting to the Trump 
administration’s Muslim ban in April 2017, in showing the Statue as ashamed, drew on this 
latter meaning. 

While associated with 
America, the Statue of 
Liberty stood resolutely 
offshore, looking askance 
at the nation and posing 
urgent questions from the 
border. 



 

The arrivals invoked at 
the Statue of Liberty 
centennial in song and 
speech were immigrants 
out of a nostalgic 
miniseries, safely sepia-
toned into the past with 
their worn caps, tattered 
shawls, and hopeful eyes. 

Ronald Reagan speaking at “Liberty Weekend” 
celebrations of the Statue of Liberty’s centennial in 
1986. The administration faced the difficult challenge 
of hailing the role of past immigrants in American life 
while keeping its own aggressive, Cold War approach 
to immigrants and refugees from the Caribbean and 
Central America offstage. 



 

Ronald and Nancy Reagan honoring the immigrant recipients of Liberty Medals during 
Liberty Weekend celebrations.  The festivities celebrated highly accomplished immigrants 
as contributors to American life, loyal patriots, and exemplars of capitalist self-discipline, 
while other immigrants could hear the gala from detention facilities in Lower Manhattan. 

https://www.nytimes.com/1986/07/01/nyregion/while-liberty-fete-nears-219-aliens-in-city-face-expulsion.html


 

Activists did not let the 
administration have the 
last word, protesting with 
marches, rallies, and 
editorials, before and 
during the centennial 
events, that the statue 
wasn’t simply being 
rededicated; it was being 
body snatched. 



 

Many observers, including this cartoonist, sharply challenged the Reagan 
administration’s geopolitical double standards when it came to refugee admissions: a 
facilitating of entry for those fleeing Communist regimes, and barring of those fleeing 
right-wing, authoritarian regimes the US itself supported, like Haitians; in the case of 
Haiti, these restrictions were underwritten by racist fears. 

https://www.newspapers.com/newspage/99147014/


 

This statue was not—
could not be—America. 
She was a migrant from 
some great, distant 
country whose papers 
the United States did not 
always honor. 



 

At the 1986 events, no 
one expected the 
moment when the 
bombastic celebration of 
immigrants crashed 
into the well-being of an 
actual immigrant: Hue 
Cao, age 11. 

http://articles.latimes.com/1986-07-14/local/me-19268_1_miss-liberty
http://articles.chicagotribune.com/1986-05-23/news/8602070276_1_aloha-liberty-foundation-hue-cao-essay-contest
http://articles.latimes.com/1986-05-24/news/mn-7596_1_trust-fund
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