
FIGURE 1: March 1942 photograph by Dorothea Lange of the sign in front of the shuttered
Wanto Co. grocery store, owned by the Japanese American Masuda family in the previ-
ously thriving Japantown neighborhood of Oakland, California. The Oakland-born owner,
Tatsuro Masuda, a graduate of the University of California, had the sign painted the day
after Japan’s bombing of the U.S. naval base at Pearl Harbor. He closed the store follow-
ing President Roosevelt’s Executive Order 9066, which ordered persons of Japanese de-
scent to evacuate from designated “military areas” on the West Coast. On August 7, 1942,
Masuda and his family, who had moved inland to Fresno, were incarcerated; they were con-
fined at the Gila River War Relocation Center in Arizona until August 1944. Masuda’s
“I am an American” sign conveys the way that global conflict manifested itself at the most
quotidian levels in the twentieth-century United States, prompting some immigrant and
immigrant-descended families to assert national belonging in unchosen relationship to
emerging forms of racialized, geopolitical enmity. National Archives and Records Adminis-
tration, RG 210, Central Photographic File of the War Relocation Authority, 210-G-C519.
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The Geopolitics of Mobility: Immigration Policy and
American Global Power in the Long Twentieth Century

PAUL A. KRAMER

SOMETHING ABOUT THE FALL OF WESTERN EUROPE to the Nazis in mid-1940 convinced
many Americans that their state was not protecting them sufficiently from immigrants.
“The dangers to national safety that might result from acts of espionage and sabotage,
by adherents of foreign governments illegally in this country, cannot be minimized,”
the Washington Post editorialized.1 It was both strange and unsurprising that attention
would seize on “aliens” as the critical threat. It was odd because the “fifth columns”
blamed for Germany’s successful advance had consisted not only of conspiring for-
eigners but of native-born sympathizers; tighter boundary controls, however comfort-
ing, were powerless against homegrown fascists. But it was fully comprehensible in
light of Americans’ persistent association of political turmoil with externalized others
and their recent history of state restriction and repression of alien “subversives.”

Hoping to meet the perceived crisis, on May 22, 1940, U.S. president Franklin De-
lano Roosevelt proposed a dramatic shift in immigration policy enforcement: the
transfer of the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS), which regulated immi-
gration, from the Department of Labor, where it had resided for nearly thirty years,
to the Department of Justice. “The startling sequence of international events which
has occurred since then has necessitated a review of the measures required for the na-
tion’s safety,” he told Congress. Reassigning immigration to the Justice Department
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would “afford more effective control over aliens” and allow the state “to deal quickly
with those aliens who conduct themselves in a manner that conflicts with the public in-
terest.”2 Coming at a moment of heightened anxiety, and what one newspaper called
a “wave of anti-alien ordinances” at the state and municipal level, the proposal gar-
nered wide support in Congress.3 But not everyone was onboard. “There is an alien
hysteria in the country today,” warned Representative Samuel Dickstein, a New York
Democrat. “The alien is being blamed for everything that is happening all over the
world.”4 In order to identify and capture foreign spies and saboteurs, new procedures
were quickly instituted, with the goal of adapting U.S. boundary controls and the
state’s relationship to non-citizen residents to new and troubling geopolitical realities.
On June 29 Congress passed the Alien Registration Act, which required the estimated
3.6 million non-citizens living in the United States to register with the federal govern-
ment and be fingerprinted.5 Within a week, Congress had appropriated funds to sup-
port the near-doubling of the ranks of the Border Patrol.6 At the ceremonies marking
the INS transfer, Attorney General Robert H. Jackson announced what many ob-
servers understood to be a sudden shift in a longstanding overall policy orientation.
“The doctrine that any person may come to this country unless it is shown that he is a
menace,” he said, “must at least temporarily yield to the policy that none shall be ad-
mitted unless it affirmatively appears to be for the American interest.”7 Reflecting on
the INS transfer, the Washington Post noted insightfully that it indicated “a changed
conception of the nature of the alien problem.” Whereas immigration policies had
previously been formulated “primarily with a view to their effect upon the domestic
labor situation,” the emphasis now was on “considerations of national safety.”8 Not
for the first time—or the last—massive changes in the U.S. state’s control of immigra-
tion had been initiated in response to forces from the “outside.”9

Yet the Post was only partly right. While often treated as a “domestic” matter,
U.S. immigration policy has always intersected with more global concerns about the
status, extension, and maintenance of the United States’ power in the world. From
mercantilist visions that located the strength of the fledgling republic in its rapidly
growing population to contemporary efforts to promote the migration of highly skilled
workers, immigration has played a critical role in Americans’ visions of and struggles

2 Franklin D. Roosevelt “Message to Congress on Plan V to Implement the Reorganization Act,”
May 22, 1940, online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project, http://
www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid¼15958.

3 “Aliens of U. S. Put in Charge of Justice Branch for Action,” Christian Science Monitor, May 23, 1940, 7.
4 House of Representatives, 76th Congress, 3rd session, May 27, 1940, Congressional Record, vol. 86,

pt. 6, 6916.
5 “Roosevelt Signs Bill to List Aliens,” New York Times, June 30, 1940, 5.
6 “Check-up Ordered of Visiting Aliens,” New York Times, July 7, 1940, 7.
7 “Rigid Alien Entry Curbs Announced by Jackson,” Los Angeles Times, June 15, 1940, 6.
8 “The New Alien Policy,” Washington Post, June 17, 1940, 6.
9 For overviews of U.S. immigration and naturalization policy during World War II, see Roger Dan-

iels, “Immigration Policy in a Time of War: The United States, 1939–1945,” Journal of American Ethnic
History 25, no. 2/3 (2006): 107–116; Reed Ueda, “The Changing Path to Citizenship: Ethnicity and Natu-
ralization during World War II,” in Lewis A. Erenberg and Susan E. Hirsch, eds., The War in American
Culture: Society and Consciousness during World War II (Chicago, 1996), 202–216. On struggles over the
federal bureaucracy’s relationship to immigrants during the war, see Lorraine M. Lees, “National Secu-
rity and Ethnicity: Contrasting Views during World War II,” Diplomatic History 11, no. 2 (1987): 113–125.
On ethnic groups’ distinct experiences of the war, see Ronald Takaki, Double Victory: A Multicultural His-
tory of America in World War II (Boston, 2000).
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over the United States’ global power, even as its international position, prospects, and
projects have fundamentally shaped its approach to migrants and migration. As a
growing scholarship is demonstrating, the nation’s alliances, rivalries, campaigns, and
conflicts have all been imprinted on the ways in which it maintains its boundaries vis-

à-vis migrants. Conversely, the United States’ changing place in the world has shaped
Americans’ perceptions and treatment of foreigners in their midst. Shifting patterns
of interstate alliance and enmity, for example, have recast the lived realities of neigh-
borhood, community, and social membership in ways that are subtle and dramatic,
hopeful and terrifying. As the United States’ global engagements intensified, new-
comers came to be interpreted through dynamics of peace and war, power and weak-
ness, safety and danger that were no longer far away, and which some feared they
brought to American shores. Periods of confident American global power have often
overlapped with the practices and imagery of immigrant inclusion; when the limits of
American economic, military, and political power have been most visible, immigration
has often been ideologically mobilized as the cause and index of decline. The early-
1940s notion of immigrants as actual or potential fifth columnists and the reconfigura-

FIGURE 2: August 1940 photograph of Toyosaku Komai, publisher of Rafu Shimpo, a Los Angeles Japanese-English
newspaper, being fingerprinted on the first day of the registration of non-citizens under the Alien Registration
Act. According to the Los Angeles Times, the five hundred non-citizens registered that day “ranged from Mexicans,
Japanese, and Chinese to Poles, Finns, Germans, English, and Canadians,” many of whom “had lived in the United
States for years, some as long as 20 years,” and many of whom had taken out their first citizenship papers. The fed-
eral registration program was a direct response to the German conquest of most of Western Europe and wide-
spread fears of possible “fifth column” activities led by non-citizens in the United States. In this case and many
others, major shifts in U.S. immigration policy and enforcement mechanisms have been instigated as responses to
changing geopolitical realities. Negative no. 19986-2, box 3152, Los Angeles Times Photographic Archive (Collec-
tion 1429), Library Special Collections, Charles E. Young Research Library, University of California, Los Angeles.
Quote from “Los Angeles Starts to Count Its Alien Population,” Los Angeles Times, August 29, 1940, A1.
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tion of the state’s immigration-control mechanisms to suit changing international reali-
ties were thus exemplary rather than exceptional.10

These themes can be usefully explored through the concept of a geopolitics of mo-
bility: the ways in which global structures and processes have shaped large-scale popula-
tion movements and the roles that migration has played in states’ attempts to secure
and organize power in a globalized arena. For present purposes, I define geopolitics as
contestations over the organization of political power, economic relations, and social
life that take the globe as both their scale and their object. A full accounting of migra-
tion’s geopolitics in the U.S. case would require discussion of a broader range of phe-
nomena than is possible here: for example, traveling Americans’ negotiation of other
states’ boundary regimes and the U.S. state’s role in securing their safety and mobility,
beginning with the Euro-American colonization of native-controlled space in North
America; U.S. diplomatic pressure on and cooperation with other governments over
migration, including whether to prevent out-migration (as with early-twentieth-century
Japan) or to insist on it (as with the Soviet Union in the late twentieth century); and ef-
forts by migrants and their descendants to shape politics at “home,” as well as the
United States’ diplomatic relations with those societies. Fundamentally, there is the
centrality of migration control to the larger geopolitics of “civilization”: assessments of
a state’s capacity to properly regulate its borders and to protect migrants’ rights, safety,
and property in accordance with “Western” standards were central to its status with the
“family of nations,” its claims to participation in international society generally, and its
right to exercise “sovereignty” over political space.11

10 For recent book-length works by historians that either foreground the intersection of U.S. foreign
relations, diplomacy, and empire and U.S. immigration politics and policy, or give these factors signifi-
cant emphasis, see, in chronological order of publication, Izumi Hirobe, Japanese Pride, American Preju-
dice: Modifying the Exclusion Clause of the 1924 Immigration Act (Stanford, Calif., 2001); Mae M. Ngai,
Impossible Subjects: Illegal Aliens and the Making of Modern America (Princeton, N.J., 2004); Eiichiro
Azuma, Between Two Empires: Race, History, and Transnationalism in Japanese America (New York,
2005); Carl J. Bon Tempo, Americans at the Gate: The United States and Refugees during the Cold War
(Princeton, N.J., 2008); Rick Baldoz, The Third Asiatic Invasion: Empire and Migration in Filipino Amer-
ica, 1898–1946 (New York, 2011); Donna R. Gabaccia, Foreign Relations: American Immigration in
Global Perspective (Princeton, N.J., 2012); Kornel S. Chang, Pacific Connections: The Making of the U.S.-
Canadian Borderlands (Berkeley, Calif., 2012); Seema Sohi, Echoes of Mutiny: Race, Surveillance, and In-
dian Anticolonialism in North America (New York, 2014); Madeline Y. Hsu, The Good Immigrants: How
the Yellow Peril Became the Model Minority (Princeton, N.J., 2015); Meredith Oyen, The Diplomacy of
Migration: Transnational Lives and the Making of U.S.-Chinese Relations in the Cold War (Ithaca, N.Y.,
2015); David C. Atkinson, The Burden of White Supremacy: Containing Asian Migration in the British Em-
pire and the United States (Chapel Hill, N.C., 2016); Marı́a Cristina Garcı́a, The Refugee Challenge in
Post–Cold War America (New York, 2017); Torrie Hester, Deportation: The Origins of U.S. Policy (Phila-
delphia, 2017); Edgardo Meléndez, Sponsored Migration: The State and Puerto Rican Postwar Migration to
the United States (Columbus, Ohio, 2017); Beth Lew-Williams, The Chinese Must Go: Violence, Exclusion,
and the Making of the Alien in America (Cambridge, Mass., 2018). Forthcoming works in this field include
Robert McGreevey, Borderline Citizens: The United States, Puerto Rico, and the Politics of Colonial Migra-
tion, 1898–1934 (Ithaca, N.Y., forthcoming 2018); Sam Erman, Almost Citizens: From the Reconstruction
Constitution to Empire (Cambridge, forthcoming 2018); Maddalena Marinari, Madeline Y. Hsu, and
Marı́a Cristina Garcı́a, eds., A Nation of Immigrants Reconsidered: U.S. Society in an Age of Restriction,
1924–1965 (Urbana, Ill., forthcoming 2018); Benjamin Montoya, Risking “Immeasurable Harm”: The
Diplomacy of Immigration Restriction in U.S.-Mexico Relations, 1924 to 1932 (Lincoln, Nebr., forthcom-
ing); Jane Hong, Opening the Gates to Asia: Race and Power in the Transpacific Movement That Ended
America’s Asian Exclusion Laws (Chapel Hill, N.C., forthcoming); Jana Lipman, Refugees, Asylum Seekers
and Repatriates: Vietnamese Refugee Camps, 1975–2005 (forthcoming).

11 Other intersections between U.S. migration control and geopolitics include the violation of bilat-
eral diplomatic migration agreements by unilateral state actions; interstate negotiations over both the de-
portation of foreign nationals from the U.S. and the deportation of Americans living abroad back to the
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My goal here is to advance an imperial history of migration policy in the U.S. case,
by focusing on one critical element of this wider story: the uses of immigration policy as
an instrument of U.S. global power. In exploring this theme, I weave together and also
remap a rich, diverse body of scholarship. There are histories that explore connections
between immigrants, immigration, and state-to-state diplomacy—“foreign relations” in
its traditional sense. This emphasis has traditionally been strongest in U.S.–East Asian
historiography, as well as in social-scientific and historical scholarship on migrant com-
munities’ attempts to affect U.S. relations with their home countries.12 A more recent
literature, often marching under the banner of transnationalism, has provided new ac-
counts of migrants’ multidirectional movements and dynamic linkages with host and
home societies, on the one hand, and the racial solidarities and sharing of restriction
technologies between mobile experts and nativist activists within boundary-making
states, on the other.13 There is a body of work that treats migration between the United
States’ overseas colonial spaces, especially Puerto Rico and the Philippines, and the
U.S. mainland, reconceived as a metropole. This scholarship has raised crucial ques-
tions about the legal, political, and moral status of the United States’ overseas colonial
subjects and the key role that migrants and migration have played in shaping the
boundaries of belonging in an expansive U.S.-centered domain.14 There are histories

U.S.; the international politics of extradition; U.S. participation in imperialist regimes of extraterritorial-
ity that, among other things, prevented Americans’ deportation from subjected states; American pressure
on other states to receive refugees that the U.S. refused to admit; the U.S. government’s bans on Ameri-
cans’ travel to enemy states, the withholding of passports from American citizens perceived to be too
dangerous to travel, and the selective, ideologically driven prosecution of those reentering with improper
documentation; geopolitical factors in the decision to grant or withhold individual visas to aliens seeking
entry to the U.S.; American participation in international treaties and institutions tasked with refugee re-
location; strategic uses by sending societies of coerced or permitted emigration to pressure or harm the
U.S.; international transfer and learning regarding border and boundary institutions and technologies;
the international politics of dual citizenship; and interstate struggles over migrants, conscription, and mil-
itary service. There is also, crucially, the role of U.S. military action, basing infrastructure, economic poli-
cies, and clientelist relationships as complex “push” factors spurring migration at myriad geographic
scales, from the expulsive violence directed against Native Americans to a variety of uprooting interven-
tions abroad: “internal” displacements within states, regional dislocation, and transregional and global
exodus. Until recently, these dynamics were most richly explored by political scientists rather than by his-
torians. See, for example, Christopher Mitchell, “International Migration, International Relations and
Foreign Policy,” International Migration Review 23, no. 3 (1989): 681–708; Michael S. Teitelbaum, “Immi-
gration, Refugees, and Foreign Policy,” International Organization 38, no. 3 (1984): 429–450; Myron
Weiner, “On International Migration and International Relations,” Population and Development Review
11, no. 3 (1985): 441–455; Christopher Mitchell, ed., Western Hemisphere Immigration and United States
Foreign Policy (University Park, Pa., 1992). For recent work that foregrounds geopolitics as a causal fac-
tor in Western Hemisphere immigration policy history, see David Scott FitzGerald and David Cook-
Martin, Culling the Masses: The Democratic Origins of Racist Immigration Policy in the Americas (Cam-
bridge, Mass., 2014).

12 Gordon Chang, “Asian Immigrants and American Foreign Relations,” in Warren I. Cohen, ed.,
Pacific Passage: The Study of American–East Asian Relations on the Eve of the Twenty-First Century (New
York, 1996), 103–118; Yossi Shain, Marketing the American Creed Abroad: Diasporas in the U.S. and Their
Homelands (Cambridge, 1999).

13 For two influential calls for transnational methods, see Nina Glick Schiller, “Transnationalism: A
New Analytic Framework for Understanding Migration,” in Nina Glick Schiller, Linda Basch, and Cristina
Blanc-Szanton, eds., Towards a Transnational Perspective on Migration: Race, Class, Ethnicity, and National-
ism Reconsidered (New York, 1992), 1–24; Donna R. Gabaccia, “Is Everywhere Nowhere? Nomads,
Nations, and the Immigrant Paradigm of United States History,” Journal of American History 86, no. 3
(1999): 1115–1134.

14 On Puerto Rican migration and colonialism, see, for example, McGreevey, Borderline Citizens;
Carmen Teresa Whalen and Victor Vázquez-Hernández, The Puerto Rican Diaspora: Historical Perspectives
(Philadelphia, 2005); Lorrin Thomas, Puerto Rican Citizen: History and Political Identity in Twentieth-Century

The Geopolitics of Mobility 397

AMERICAN HISTORICAL REVIEW APRIL 2018

Downloaded from https://academic.oup.com/ahr/article-abstract/123/2/393/4958230
by Divinity Library, Vanderbilt University user
on 06 April 2018



that consider how broader transnational power dynamics have defined who deserves
refuge in the United States and which states count as oppressive.15 Finally, there is
work that stresses the political economy of migration, especially how capitalist political-
economic relations have disrupted local societies and impelled out-migration, the often
exploitative business of migrant transport, employers’ insistence on access to low-wage
migrant labor, and the structuring of segmented labor markets as part of a divide-
and-rule strategy for maintaining capitalist hegemony.16

Taken together, this literature has successfully connected the “foreign” and the
“domestic” politics of immigration. Until relatively recently, histories of U.S. immi-
gration control, even when they have included actors, themes, and processes located
outside the United States, have tended to use migration controls as a lens through
which to view American identity, U.S. legal regimes, and processes of institutional-
political change “within” the United States. This new scholarship asks what histories
of U.S. immigration policy might tell scholars about American power in the world,
and what might be learned from making international questions—including but not
limited to “foreign policy”—a central object of inquiry. In important ways, it has be-
gun turning the history of U.S. immigration policy “outward.”17

Joining this broader enterprise, I bring a number of new emphases to bear here.
To complement a longstanding emphasis on the state’s role as an institution of restric-
tion, exclusion, and expulsion, my interpretation attends to the geopolitical cultivation
of migration. Although the study of closure is essential to historians’ understanding of
U.S. state-building, one byproduct of this longstanding emphasis has been a sense of
the state’s predominant role as enforcer of exclusionary boundaries. This assumption
came naturally to scholars writing during or about the mid-twentieth-century U.S. pol-

New York City (Chicago, 2010); Meléndez, Sponsored Migration; Edgardo Meléndez, “Puerto Rican
Migration, the Colonial State, and Transnationalism,” Centro Journal 27, no. 2 (2015): 50–95. For Fili-
pino migration and colonialism, see, for example, Augusto Espiritu, “Transnationalism and Filipino
American Historiography,” Journal of Asian American Studies 11, no. 2 (2008): 171–184; Baldoz, The
Third Asiatic Invasion; Catherine Ceniza Choy, Empire of Care: Nursing and Migration in Filipino Ameri-
can History (Durham, N.C., 2003).

15 See, for example, Bon Tempo, Americans at the Gate; Gil Loescher and John A. Scanlan, Calculated
Kindness: Refugees and America’s Half-Opened Door, 1945 to the Present (New York, 1986); Peter H. Koehn,
Refugees from Revolution: U.S. Policy and Third-World Migration (Boulder, Colo., 1991); Norman L. Zucker
and Naomi Flink Zucker, “From Immigration to Refugee Redefinition: A History of Refugee and Asylum
Policy in the United States,” Journal of Policy History 4, no. 1 (1992): 54–70.

16 See, for example, Lucie Cheng and Edna Bonacich, eds., Labor Immigration under Capitalism:
Asian Workers in the United States before World War II (Berkeley, Calif., 1984). On the business of cross-
border migration and its politicization in the late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century U.S., see Gun-
ther Peck, Reinventing Free Labor: Padrones and Immigrant Workers in the North American West, 1880–
1930 (Cambridge, 2000).

17 On the historiography of U.S. immigration and immigration policy, see Gary Gerstle, “Liberty,
Coercion, and the Making of Americans,” Journal of American History 84, no. 2 (1997): 524–558; Donna
R. Gabaccia, “Liberty, Coercion, and the Making of Immigration Historians,” ibid., 570–575; Gabaccia,
“Is Everywhere Nowhere?”; “Immigration History: Assessing the Field,” Forum, Journal of American
Ethnic History 18, no. 4 (1999): Jon Gjerde, “New Growth on Old Vines: The State of the Field—The
Social History of Immigration to and Ethnicity in the United States,” 40–65; George J. Sanchez, “Race,
Nation, and Culture in Recent Immigration Studies,” 66–84; Erika Lee, “Immigrants and Immigration
Law: A State of the Field Assessment,” 85–114; Rudolph J. Vecoli, “Comment: We Study the Present to
Understand the Past,” 115–125; Donna Gabaccia, “Ins and Outs: Who Is an Immigration Historian?,”
126–135; Elliott Robert Barkan, Jon Gjerde, and Erika Lee, “Searching for Perspectives: Race, Law and
the Immigrant Experience (with Responses),” 136–166. For recent essays on the state of the field, see
Ronald H. Bayor, The Oxford Handbook of American Immigration and Ethnicity (New York, 2016).
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icy based on national-origins quotas, whether they saw restriction as anomalous to
American nationalism or as foundational to it. It also resonated with longstanding
alliances in immigration politics: throughout the twentieth century, the struggle be-
tween pro-immigration coalitions of employers and immigrant advocates and anti-
immigration forces drawing largely from nativist and labor groups promoted dichoto-
mies of exclusion and inclusion. Since the last years of the twentieth century, this
spatial conceptualization has reverberated strongly with broader scholarly and popu-
lar mappings of globalization, with their polarizing opposition of national-territorial
states and transnational flows.

But global power is also made manifest in boundary openings and the cultivation
of movement. Intertwined with the restrictive state, one can meaningfully speak of a
magnetic state, an institutional matrix that has sought to streamline migration in the
interests of state and corporate power through active recruitment, sponsorship, visa
policies, and transport infrastructure. In this sense, modern state boundaries are best
imagined not as walls but as filters, usually seeking less to block human movement en-
tirely than to select, channel, and discipline it. Ronen Shamir calls this shifting inter-
play of conveyors and barricades a “mobility regime”: such policy frameworks aim at
structuring migration even as they shape and are shaped by intranational and interna-
tional political dynamics.18 To the extent that U.S. geopolitical interests promoted
boundary policies meant to encourage in-migration, the United States was not only a
gated nation but an empire of immigrants.

Additionally, my approach problematizes relationships of hierarchy and inequality
between states and societies, as well as the fissures that exclusionary boundary-
making has carved in nationalized civil societies. Immigration historiography has been
animated by a critique of exclusionist politics, especially its noxious, aggressive, and
overtly racist aspects; in this way, immigration historians have played a pivotal role in
historicizing racial inequality in the United States generally.19 I add a crucial dimen-
sion to this scholarship by foregrounding the role of transnational inequalities in the
making of immigration politics and its associated regimes of racialized difference.
While scholars of U.S. immigration policy have, to the extent that they have discussed
international questions, tended to approach this domain as a fairly static context,
backdrop, or resource mobilized by “domestic” political actors, the international do-
main is more usefully viewed as a complex, dynamic field of power, with asymmetries
that have profoundly shaped the way that migration controls were established,
enforced, fought over, and transformed. As I have argued elsewhere, the concept of
empire, long used productively among scholars of colonial migration and the political
economy of migration, is useful for subjecting transnational hierarchies to critical in-

18 Ronen Shamir, “Without Borders? Notes on Globalization as a Mobility Regime,” Sociological
Theory 23, no. 2 (2005): 197–217. I explore an early case of deliberate opening, in the context of restric-
tionist politics, in Paul A. Kramer, “Imperial Openings: Civilization, Exemption, and the Geopolitics of
Mobility in the History of Chinese Exclusion, 1868–1910,” Journal of the Gilded Age and Progressive Era
14, no. 3 (2015): 317–347. For critiques of the states/flows dichotomy, see Kramer, “Power and Connec-
tion: Imperial Histories of the United States in the World,” American Historical Review 116, no. 5 (De-
cember 2011): 1348–1391; Augustine Sedgewick, “Against Flows,” History of the Present 4, no. 2 (2014):
143–170.

19 See, for example, two very different foundational works in U.S. immigration historiography: John
Higham, Strangers in the Land: Patterns of American Nativism, 1860–1925 (New Brunswick, N.J., 2002);
Ngai, Impossible Subjects.
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quiry, particularly when it is enlisted to describe an approach rather than a coherent
entity: a way of seeing rather than an object of study.20

Finally, while the focus here is on the United States as migrant destination and
boundary-making polity, I proceed from the assumption that there is nothing excep-
tional about these U.S.-centered dynamics. In incorporating geopolitics into their mi-
gration controls and migration into their sense of global power, Americans acted in
ways that were conditioned by their own past and position and also similar to other
polities’ attempts to organize cross-border movement in pursuit of national-imperial
interests.21 When policy approaches by distinct polities resembled each other, it was
often because they were encountering common challenges. It was also the result of
historical intersections and mutual influences, traffic in expert knowledge, institu-
tional practice, and notions of affiliation and exclusion that were—as much as migra-
tion itself—signs of intensifying global interaction. Take, for example, American and
British engagement over how to square metropolitan objectives—diplomatic amity,
foreign markets, and the safety of subjects and their investments abroad—with claims
arising from these states’ peripheries: assertions by Australia and by states on the
U.S. West Coast of a right to police their own borders, especially against Asian mi-
grants, even when these claims jeopardized projects and protocols emerging from the
political center.22 As these and other cases show, policy processes and outcomes in
the U.S. were distinct, but far from exceptional. All national-imperial systems warrant
histories centering on the geopolitical dimensions of their immigration politics; here I
offer one model.

The benefits of the approach presented here, for both immigration and trans-
national histories of the United States, are fourfold. An emphasis on geopolitics, and
specific attempts to integrate migration and empire histories, can further both concep-
tual and historical connections across subjects that are often partitioned within immi-
gration historiography, such as patterns of exclusion by region (Europe, Asia, and
Latin America, especially) and legal-historical chronology (1882, 1924, and 1965, for
example).23 More generally, a geopolitical emphasis allows historians to identify sig-
nificant but overlooked inflection points, including those less tethered to conventional
U.S. legislative benchmarks: periodizations derived, for example, from political, so-
cial, and economic dynamics in immigrants’ countries of origin; sending societies’ re-
lationships with the United States; global crises; and the actions of multilateral institu-

20 Kramer, “Power and Connection.”
21 For the literature on migration and empire in the British imperial context, see, for example, Mar-

jory Harper and Stephen Constantine, Migration and Empire (Oxford, 2010); Walton Look Lai, Inden-
tured Laborers, Caribbean Sugar: Chinese and Indian Migrants to the British West Indies, 1838–1918
(Baltimore, 2003); Laura Tabili, “We Ask for British Justice”: Workers and Racial Difference in Late Impe-
rial Britain (Ithaca, N.Y., 1994).

22 On British imperial tensions over race, migration, and diplomacy, see Robert A. Huttenback, Rac-
ism and Empire: White Settlers and Colored Immigrants in the British Self-Governing Colonies, 1830–1910
(Ithaca, N.Y., 1976); Marilyn Lake and Henry Reynolds, Drawing a Global Colour Line: White Men’s
Countries and the International Challenge of Racial Equality (Cambridge, 2008); Atkinson, The Burden of
White Supremacy. On links between U.S. and Canadian anti-Asian nativisms, see Erika Lee,
“Orientalisms in the Americas: A Hemispheric Approach to Asian American History,” Journal of Asian
American Studies 8, no. 3 (2005): 235–256; Chang, Pacific Connections.

23 On the U.S.-Mexico border as a site of anti-Asian restriction, see Erika Lee, At America’s Gates:
Chinese Immigration during the Exclusion Era, 1882–1943 (Chapel Hill, N.C., 2003); Elliott Young, Alien
Nation: Chinese Migration in the Americas from the Coolie Era through World War II (Chapel Hill, N.C.,
2014).
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tions. From this perspective, the U.S. Supreme Court’s 1904 decision in Gonzales v.

Williams, which granted Puerto Ricans non-alien status; the “war brides” admission
laws of the 1940s; Eisenhower’s 1956 use of executive branch parole authority to admit
thousands of Hungarians escaping Soviet repression; the 1975 Indochina Migration
and Refugee Assistance Act, which allowed migrants escaping South Vietnam, Laos,
and Cambodia to enter the United States; and the 1980 redefinition of “refugee” within
U.S. immigration law to align with UN definitions emerge as significant turning points,
alongside more well-studied transitions. A geopolitical lens also makes it possible to situ-
ate the post-9/11 securitization of immigration control and its accompanying racializa-
tion within broader and deeper historical contexts: against the tendency to exceptional-
ize this period, it prepares historians to approach the subsuming of immigration control
within the Department of Homeland Security; the National Security Entry-Exit Regis-
tration System (NSEERS), a special registration system for non-citizen men from
twenty-five majority-Muslim and majority-Arab countries; and the 2017 executive or-
ders barring refugees and migrants, especially from majority-Muslim countries, as varia-
tions on historical themes.

Relatedly, this approach enables historians to see that the apparatus of a national-
ized U.S. immigration regime was itself constituted by its changing relationship to the
wider world, rather than simply responding to or impacting upon it. It was not that, at
some moment, a bordered America engaged its “outside,” but that the very instru-
ments of boundary regulation were created in and by an interconnected world. In the
case of migration, the basic arc of administrative change is well-known: state and local
primacy before the Civil War; the Supreme Court’s reserving of immigration control
to the national government in the 1870s; the building of federal immigration agencies
beginning in the 1890s; the post-1917 passport and visa system; and the shifting bal-
ance of power in favor of the executive branch after 1945, for example.24 While the in-
ternational roots of this last development figure prominently in the literature—the
Cold War imperial presidency’s expression in the realm of immigration policy—the
geopolitical dimensions of other key moments in the construction of a nationalized

24 Among the key book-length works in the historiography of U.S. immigration policy, in rough or-
der of chronological coverage, are Aristide R. Zolberg, A Nation by Design: Immigration Policy in the
Fashioning of America (New York, 2006); Kunal M. Parker, Making Foreigners: Immigration and Citizen-
ship Law in America, 1600–2000 (Cambridge, 2015); E. P. Hutchinson, Legislative History of American
Immigration Policy, 1798–1965 (Philadelphia, 1981); Hidetaka Hirota, Expelling the Poor: Atlantic Sea-
board States and the Nineteenth-Century Origins of American Immigration Policy (New York, 2017); Lucy
E. Salyer, Laws Harsh as Tigers: Chinese Immigrants and the Shaping of Modern Immigration Law (Chapel
Hill, N.C., 1995); Lee, At America’s Gates; Daniel J. Tichenor, Dividing Lines: The Politics of Immigration
Control in America (Princeton, N.J., 2002); Hester, Deportation; Higham, Strangers in the Land; Roger
Daniels, Guarding the Golden Door: American Immigration Policy and Immigrants since 1882 (New York,
2004); Maddalena Marinari, From Unwanted to Restricted: Italian and Jewish Mobilization against Restric-
tive Immigration Laws, 1882–1965 (Chapel Hill, N.C., forthcoming); Deirdre M. Moloney, National Inse-
curities: Immigrants and U.S. Deportation Policy since 1882 (Chapel Hill, N.C., 2012); Robert L. Fleegler,
Ellis Island Nation: Immigration Policy and American Identity in the Twentieth Century (Philadelphia,
2013); Katherine Benton-Cohen, Inventing the Immigration Problem: The Dillingham Commission and Its
Legacy (Cambridge, Mass., 2018); Ngai, Impossible Subjects; Marinari, Hsu, and Garcı́a, A Nation of
Immigrants Reconsidered; Libby Garland, After They Closed the Gates: Jewish Illegal Immigration to the
United States, 1921–1965 (Chicago, 2014); Robert A. Divine, American Immigration Policy, 1924–1952
(New Haven, Conn., 1957); S. Deborah Kang, The INS on the Line: Making Immigration Law on the US-
Mexico Border, 1917–1954 (New York, 2017); Kelly Lytle Hernández, Migra! A History of the U.S. Border
Patrol (Berkeley, Calif., 2010); Bon Tempo, Americans at the Gate; Garcı́a, The Refugee Challenge in
Post–Cold War America.

The Geopolitics of Mobility 401

AMERICAN HISTORICAL REVIEW APRIL 2018

Downloaded from https://academic.oup.com/ahr/article-abstract/123/2/393/4958230
by Divinity Library, Vanderbilt University user
on 06 April 2018



U.S. boundary regime have been less consistently explored. When the Supreme Court
established immigration policy as a federal monopoly, for example, it did so in part be-
cause state-level restrictions against immigrants might spark a war with a foreign power;
when it proclaimed immigration control to be a matter of national sovereignty a decade
later, it drew on international law, analogizing this reservation to a state’s power to de-
clare war and engage in diplomacy. The post-1917 passport system was aimed initially
at interrupting the transit of spies and enemy agents during World War I. Alongside
the rising executive branch, the Cold War saw the strengthening of the INS’s capacities
for surveillance, detention, and deportation in the interests of repelling, expelling, and
containing political enemies. Since the 1990s, and especially since 9/11, boundary en-
forcement has stretched deeper into the United States’ territorial interior and further
into state and local governance, driven in part by a globally extensive politics of ostensi-
bly anti-terrorist securitization. These institutional shifts, prompted in part by transna-
tional forces, took on lives of their own, with consequences that continued to shape the
United States’ encounters with the larger world.25

Foregrounding the dynamic contrapuntal interactions between U.S. national
boundary-making regimes and larger geopolitical forces can prevent historians from
falling into teleologies (of nation-building, modernization, or rationalization, for exam-
ple), revealing—as has been done in other policy domains—how inseparably U.S.
political-institutional developments have been bound up with international forces and
processes.26 It may also help make sense of struggles within the U.S. immigration re-
gime itself over jurisdiction, rule-making, and enforcement, struggles that were often
born from competing relationships to transnational realities, and which could trigger in-
ternational tensions. That the mechanisms of U.S. migration control were themselves
deeply embroiled in the larger world was far from exceptional in and of itself: to the
contrary, this fact should be seen as the United States’ participation, in its own way, in a
broader transnational development that saw industrial empire-states build national ter-
ritorialities enmeshed in, predicated on, and defined in relation to the global.27

25 For nineteenth-century Supreme Court case decisions invoking foreign relations issues in the con-
text of immigration, see, respectively, Chy Lung v. Freeman, 92 U.S. 275 (1876); Chae Chan Ping v. United
States, 130 U.S. 581 (1889). On the former case, see Paul A. Kramer, “The Case of the 22 Lewd Chinese
Women,” Slate, April 23, 2012, http://www.slate.com/articles/news_and_politics/jurisprudence/2012/04/ari
zona_s_immigration_law_at_the_supreme_court_lessons_for_s_b_1070_via_the_case_of_the_22_lewd_
chinese_women.html. On the passport regime, see especially Craig Robertson, The Passport in America:
The History of a Document (New York, 2010). On the Cold War and deportation, see especially Ellen
Schrecker, “Immigration and Internal Security: Political Deportations during the McCarthy Era,” Science
and Society 60, no. 4 (1996/1997): 393–426; Dorothee Schneider, Crossing Borders: Migration and Citizen-
ship in the Twentieth-Century United States (Cambridge, Mass., 2011), chap. 3; Moloney, National Insecuri-
ties, chap. 6; Vincent J. Cannato, American Passage: The History of Ellis Island (New York, 2010), chap. 17.
On ideologically driven deportations in the late Cold War, see, for example, Stephen Macekura, “‘For Fear
of Persecution’: Displaced Salvadorans and U.S. Refugee Policy in the 1980s,” Journal of Policy History 23,
no. 3 (2011): 357–380. On the recent expansion of the U.S. immigration boundary inward from the territo-
rial border, see Matthew Coleman, “Immigration Geopolitics beyond the Mexico-US Border,” Antipode 39,
no. 1 (2007): 54–76; Hannah Gurman, “A Collapsing Division: Border and Interior Enforcement in the US
Deportation System,” American Quarterly 69, no. 2 (2017): 371–395.

26 Ira Katznelson and Martin Shefter, eds., Shaped by War and Trade: International Influences on
American Political Development (Princeton, N.J., 2002); James T. Sparrow, William J. Novak, and Ste-
phen W. Sawyer, eds., Boundaries of the State in US History (Chicago, 2015).

27 See especially Charles S. Maier, Once within Borders: Territories of Power, Wealth, and Belonging
since 1500 (Cambridge, Mass., 2016); Maier, Leviathan 2.0: Inventing Modern Statehood (Cambridge,
Mass., 2012); Maier, “Consigning the Twentieth Century to History: Alternative Narratives for the Mod-
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In this way and others, my approach challenges the terms “domestic” and “for-
eign” themselves as meaningful spatial and analytic categories, not merely connecting
histories across the domestic/foreign divide, but requiring historians to rethink the di-
chotomy itself. It compels scholars to ask—as conventional nation-state schemas did
not—to what extent it is possible to cast migration to the United States as external to
the country’s other transnational engagements. Indeed, it challenges the very pur-
chase of the concept of “immigration,” not merely for the term’s connotation of one-
way rather than multidirectional passage, but for its predication on stark inside/out-
side delineations that bear little resemblance, historically or in the present, to the ac-
tual spatiality of U.S. power. In different ways and to varying degrees, many immi-
grants to the United States can be recognized as already internal to U.S.-centered
fields of power and interaction before they cross U.S. national-territorial borders.
Economic dislocations wrought by U.S.-oriented trade and investment, as well as de-
stabilizations resulting from U.S. political interventions, military invasions, and spon-
sored proxy wars, while always entangled with local contingencies, have helped insti-
gate vast migrations, both to the United States and elsewhere.28 Troubling the analytical
distinction between domestic and foreign, rendering migration as “internal” allows
scholars to explore how these foundational spatial and sociopolitical categories were
forged in the first place. Viewed from this angle, territorialized nation-state borders ap-
pear as fortified inner perimeters situated within more far-reaching realms that often go
unmarked, unnamed, and disavowed.

This approach has political as well as historiographic implications. Among powerful
states, especially those I have elsewhere called nation-based empires, territorialized
borders facilitate the outward projection of force, norms, and moral claims, while par-
tially insulating a sheltered sanctum from the presence and demands of those defined
as outsiders.29 The right to “immigrate,” to cross from outside to inside, is cast as a gen-
erous, retractable benefit, a gift from host to guest, rather than the cordoning off of
spaces of intervention, dislocation, and violence from spaces that engineer and benefit
from these disruptions. It is precisely in their capacity to detach those subjected to
transnational power relations from a formal role in shaping those relations that
national-territorial borders function as a principal technology of neocolonial empire-
building. Histories of U.S. immigration policy attuned to questions of empire thus en-
able scholars to construct new accounts of the multiple intersections of movement and
geopolitics. They may also render visible new cartographies of interaction, agency, and
obligation capable of challenging those that dominate scholarship and political life.

MY FOCUS HERE IS ON SIX WAYS in which the U.S. has mobilized immigration policy as a
tool of geopolitical dominance: immigration policies have been built to pursue labor

ern Era,” American Historical Review 105, no. 3 (June 2000): 807–831; Maier, “Transformations in Terri-
toriality, 1600–2000,” in Gunilla Budde, Sebastian Conrad, and Oliver Janz, eds., Transnationale
Geschichte: Themen, Tendenzen und Theorien (Göttingen, 2006), 32–55.

28 The most obvious cases here involve migrants from Southeast Asia during the 1970s and 1980s,
and from Central America during the 1980s and 1990s. In each case, migrants were uprooted by the di-
rect impact of U.S. military power or the implications of U.S.-sponsored proxy war.

29 On nation-based empire, see Kramer, “Power and Connection.”
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power, to manage the rule of overseas colonized peoples, to achieve the diffusion of
goods and cultural forms, to legitimate American power, to exclude and suppress ene-
mies, and to rescue and sponsor allies. Taken as a whole, the list of projects is not
comprehensive, politically coherent, or logistically consistent. Each project emerged
within a distinct history, with its own proponents, rationales, and institutional logics,
which reinforced one another in some instances and competed in others. Each played
a critical role in advancing distinct ways of envisioning the United States’ place in the
world: universal or exceptional, connected or separable, commanding or exposed. In
each, the membrane between “domestic” and “foreign” in social, political, and spatial
domains was undermined, becoming the object of intense, defining contestation.

While these different policy projects are presented here as coherent interpretive
categories, it is important to emphasize that neither the categories themselves nor the
ways in which they unfolded were predetermined.30 Immigration controls were often
forged ad hoc, in response to sudden shifts, such as international crises or the advent
of unforeseen migrations, especially migrations that threatened to cross U.S. borders
or the borders of states critical to U.S. projections of power. It is, however, possible to
mark out a distinct trajectory by which these projects came to define state institutions
and official and popular ways of thinking about borders, migrants, the nation, and the
world. While immigration was always a geopolitical matter, one can usefully talk
about an imperializing of U.S. immigration policy, the history of which recasts con-
ventional chronological benchmarks of restriction and opening. This process reached
a critical juncture in the mid-twentieth century, as policymakers and ordinary citizens
became more self-conscious about American power and the degree to which the
“American way of life” was inextricably dependent on the United States’ global en-
gagements. Markers of this transition include the repeal of Chinese exclusion during
World War II as a function of the Sino-U.S. alliance, the aggressive anti-communism
built into the 1952 McCarran-Walter Act, and the shift in Cold War refugee policies
from executive branch paroles to congressional legislation. While the 1965 Hart-
Celler Act is rightly heralded for dismantling the overtly racist national-origins quota
system, it was also carefully attuned to the exigencies of American global power. Its
explicit address to a decolonizing Asia and Africa and preference for skilled elites
spoke not only of a society moving away from a discredited racial system, but of a
national security state aspiring to a dominant military, political, and economic pres-
ence worldwide.

While my topical emphasis is on U.S. projects, institutions, and discourses, actors
other than Americans, both inside and outside of state sectors—immigrants, diplo-
mats, and “home” states and publics, especially—played crucial roles in shaping the
dynamics surveyed here, often campaigning for more open immigration policies,
fairer or humane enforcement of existing laws, and just treatment of migrants in
American civil society. At the same time, Americans’ efforts to control the terms of
migration across U.S. boundaries always and everywhere ran up against other states’
parallel efforts, which sometimes converged and sometimes clashed with U.S. agen-
das. Americans’ recurrent, often fretful assertions of sovereignty over the nation’s
boundaries—inseparable from the question of who had the power to define the

30 The recruitment of colonial subjects or refugees into the U.S. military for example, involved ques-
tions of military labor, colonial management, and the granting of refuge, all at the same time.
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United States—should themselves be seen as one index of constant, shifting engage-
ments with a world that Americans ultimately possessed a limited capacity to control.
The fact that the power to control immigration was a defining metric of modern state-
hood meant that sovereignty itself would be built—and challenged—at the boundaries.31

Despite the best efforts of border patrols and nativist public figures, and much to their
frustration, this sovereignty would always be at best partial and contingent, coming into
being and coming undone, pushed by transnational capital, by other governments, and
by the counter-geographies of humanity on the move.

OF THE PROJECTS ADDRESSED HERE, the pursuit of exploitable labor power is the oldest.
The United States’ founders understood that the republic’s expanding reach as a con-
tinental empire required the large-scale migration of workers: the coerced migration
of African slaves and the “voluntary” movement of Europeans whose task was to seize
and occupy (“settle”) further stretches of North America at the expense of Native and
European polities. In doing so, the founders drew on longstanding associations be-
tween imperial power and sheer quantities of people, articulated in an idiom that
crossed settler-colonial republicanism with a labor theory of value. It was Europeans-
become-Americans and the slaves they dominated who would claim and improve the
land, build up new enterprises, and extend the “empire of liberty” across North Amer-
ica and beyond.32 There were, to be sure, contests over how labor power and empire-
building ought to be combined; for example, Whig elites feared that European immi-
grants’ departures for the West would drive up labor costs in emerging East Coast in-
dustries. But the sense that a great power needed migrants to seize political-economic
space survived the intensification and industrialization of European migration after
1830, even as it confronted new nativist movements, especially anti-Irish agitation.33

Governing authorities encouraged migration by facilitating homesteading, maintain-
ing low thresholds for naturalization and voting, and regulating steerage conditions
on steamships.34 State-level immigration commissions actively recruited migrants,
while federal consuls advertised the United States’ high wages in Europe. For indus-
trial employers, at least initially, immigration seemed an unalloyed boon. The social,
political, and geographic displacement of new arrivals meant their maximum exposure
to market discipline, intensified labor competition, and downward pressure on wages

31 On migration control as the defining index of sovereignty, see Adam M. McKeown, Melancholy
Order: Asian Migration and the Globalization of Borders (New York, 2008).

32 On slavery and U.S. empire, see, for example, Walter Johnson, River of Dark Dreams: Slavery and
Empire in the Cotton Kingdom (Cambridge, Mass., 2013); Matthew Karp, This Vast Southern Empire: Slave-
holders at the Helm of American Foreign Policy (Cambridge, Mass., 2016). On the political economy of im-
migration and labor control in the nineteenth century, see Kitty Calavita, U.S. Immigration Law and the
Control of Labor, 1820–1924 (London, 1984). Immigrant labor was central to the building of industrial-
capitalist infrastructure in the North American West. See, for example, Jeffrey Marcos Garcilazo,
Traqueros: Mexican Railroad Workers in the United States, 1870–1930 (Denton, Tex., 2013).

33 Hirota, Expelling the Poor; Tyler Anbinder, Nativism and Slavery: The Northern Know Nothings and
the Politics of the 1850s (New York, 1992).

34 On U.S. immigration policy prior to the restrictionist push of the late nineteenth century, see Gerald
L. Neuman, “The Lost Century of American Immigration Law (1776–1875),” Columbia Law Review 93, no.
8 (1993): 1833–1901; Kunal M. Parker, “Citizenship and Immigration Law, 1800–1924: Resolutions of
Membership and Territory,” in Michael Grossberg and Christopher Tomlins, eds., The Cambridge History
of Law in America, vol. 2: The Long Nineteenth Century (1789–1920) (Cambridge, 2008), 168–203.
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and workers’ power, especially when native-born workers defined themselves against
newcomers rather than making common cause with them. Immigrants’ labor in indus-
tries such as iron and steel, in which the United States was a rising exporter, aided the
global expansion of U.S. economic power.35

The rise of a more assertive restrictionist politics in the late nineteenth century
challenged the pursuit of migrant labor. Confronted with increasingly successful nativ-
isms among patrician elites who feared the decline of civilization and workers who
feared the undercutting of “American standards,” industrialists and their political
allies shaved back their support for immigration to match their labor needs. Corpo-
rate acquiescence to the exclusion of Chinese laborers coincided with the completion
of the transcontinental railroad; industrial elites accepted a literacy test and restric-
tions on contract labor, which helped discharge blame for economic depressions onto
immigrants while posing little practical threat to necessary influxes. But in their global
trawling for a tractable labor force, Gilded Age capitalists and political elites also fre-
quently hauled in individuals committed to radical politics and militant union organiz-
ing.36 Recurrent economic crises and mass immiseration in burgeoning, polyglot cities

35 Standard histories of U.S. immigration policy often treat corporate and business pressure for more
open immigration regimes in passing, but as a theme in itself, it appears to have been understudied to date.
For some exceptions, see Calavita, U.S. Immigration Law and the Control of Labor; Morrell Heald,
“Business Attitudes toward European Immigration, 1880–1900,” Journal of Economic History 13, no. 3
(1953): 291–304. Agribusiness’s immigration politics have received the most sustained attention. See, for ex-
ample, Cindy Hahamovitch, No Man’s Land: Jamaican Guestworkers in America and the Global History of
Deportable Labor (Princeton, N.J., 2011); Mark Reisler, By the Sweat of Their Brow: Mexican Immigrant
Labor in the United States, 1900–1940 (Westport, Conn., 1976); Ismael Garcı́a-Colón, “‘We Like Mexican
Laborers Better’: Citizenship and Immigration Policies in the Formation of Puerto Rican Farm Labor in
the United States,” Centro Journal 29, no. 2 (2017): 134–171; Joon K. Kim, “California’s Agribusiness and
the Farm Labor Question: The Transition from Asian to Mexican Labor, 1919–1939,” Aztlán 37, no. 2
(2012): 43–72; Kathleen Mapes, “‘A Special Class of Labor’: Mexican (Im)Migrants, Immigration Debate,
and Industrial Agriculture in the Rural Midwest,” Labor: Studies in Working-Class History of the Americas 1,
no. 2 (2004): 65–88. On labor nativism, see Alexander Saxton, The Indispensable Enemy: Labor and the
Anti-Chinese Movement in California (Berkeley, Calif., 1971); Gwendolyn Mink, Old Labor and New Immi-
grants in American Political Development: Union, Party, and State, 1875–1920 (Ithaca, N.Y., 1986).

36 Radical immigrant workers, organizers, and intellectuals have played a decisive role in the devel-
opment of left labor politics in the United States. On immigrant radicalism, see George E. Pozzetta, ed.,
Immigrant Radicals: The View from the Left (New York, 1991); Paul Buhle and Dan Georgakas, eds., The
Immigrant Left in the United States (Albany, N.Y., 1996); Chris Friday, Organizing Asian American Labor:
The Pacific Coast Canned-Salmon Industry, 1870–1942 (Philadelphia, 1994); Josephine Fowler, Japanese
and Chinese Immigrant Activists: Organizing in American and International Communist Movements, 1919–
1933 (New Brunswick, N.J., 2007); Sohi, Echoes of Mutiny; Chang, Pacific Connections; Moon-Kie Jung,
Reworking Race: The Making of Hawaii’s Interracial Labor Movement (New York, 2006); Lara Putnam,
Radical Moves: Caribbean Migrants and the Politics of Race in the Jazz Age (Chapel Hill, N.C., 2013); Win-
ston James, Holding Aloft the Banner of Ethiopia: Caribbean Radicalism in Early Twentieth-Century Ameri-
ca (London, 1999); Mario T. Garcı́a, Mexican Americans: Leadership, Ideology, and Identity, 1930–1960
(New Haven, Conn., 1989); Justin Akers Chacón, Radicals in the Barrio: Magonistas, Socialists, Wobblies,
and Communists in the Mexican-American Working Class (Chicago, 2017); David A. Wilson, United Irish-
men, United States: Immigrant Radicals in the Early Republic (Ithaca, N.Y., 1998); Gerald Sorin, The Pro-
phetic Minority: American Jewish Immigrant Radicals, 1880–1920 (Bloomington, Ind., 1985); Irving Howe,
World of Our Fathers: The Journey of the East European Jews to America and the Life They Found and
Made (New York, 1976); Jennifer Guglielmo, Living the Revolution: Italian Women’s Resistance and Radi-
calism in New York City, 1880–1945 (Chapel Hill, N.C., 2012); Kenyon Zimmer, Immigrants against the
State: Yiddish and Italian Anarchism in America (Urbana, Ill., 2015); Travis Tomchuk, Transnational Radi-
cals: Italian Anarchists in Canada and the U.S., 1915–1940 (Winnipeg, 2015); Marcella Bencivenni, Italian
Immigrant Radical Culture: The Idealism of the Sovversivi in the United States, 1890–1940 (New York,
2011); Michael Miller Topp, Those without a Country: The Political Culture of Italian American Syndical-
ists (Minneapolis, 2001); Gary R. Mormino and George E. Pozzetta, The Immigrant World of Ybor City:
Italians and Their Latin Neighbors in Tampa, 1885–1985 (Gainesville, Fla., 1998).
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also sparked protest and revolt. Here immigrants could be either the problem, when
they led or joined these insurgencies, or the solution, when they proved willing to
break strikes. By the 1920s, capitalists’ fears that they might pay a high political price
for immigrant labor, as well as a diminished reliance on less skilled workers as a result
of mechanization, helped bring them into restrictionist ranks. But even then, corpo-
rate insistence on access to immigrant labor remained influential, explaining in part
the exemptions in the exclusionary 1924 Johnson-Reed Act for migrants from the
Western Hemisphere, insisted upon by growers.37

In the twentieth century, the corporate pursuit of immigrant power became both
more directly state-mediated and more diverse. The state’s own demands for war-
making labor, both in uniform and in overalls, repeatedly strained industrial labor
markets. With millions of people channeled into war work, private employers ob-
tained greater access to immigrants, thereby both slackening tight labor markets and
aiding in the subordination of workers well aware that scarcity enhanced their bar-
gaining position. Guest worker programs of the mid-twentieth century, which brought
millions of Mexican and Caribbean workers to the United States, represented a state-
mediated balance between restrictionist politics, corporate pressure for open migra-
tion, and public authorities’ concerns about wartime food production and transporta-
tion. Deportation and deportability proved adaptable instruments of labor discipline
in the hands of U.S. employers and officials. Meanwhile, the United States’ promises
of regulation and accountability were meant to placate sending states that, while en-
thusiastic about remittances, were concerned about hyper-exploitation and its political
ramifications at home.38

More indirectly, corporate lobbying won exemptions for skilled workers, who in-
creasingly formed the core of capital-intensive industry. It was the 1965 Hart-Celler
Act that most facilitated the transit of specific categories of highly educated workers,
with its explicit preferences for professionals, scientists, artists of “exceptional ability,”
and workers in occupations facing labor “shortages.” Openings like this served not
only the interests of corporate employers thinking globally about technocratic exper-
tise, but also those of the U.S. national security state to which it was intimately tied,
with its need to attract experts in aerospace, weapons development, and information
technology. By the early twenty-first century, corporate employers and many civilian
and military officials in the United States agreed that highly skilled technical experts
from abroad, many of them from South Asia, were essential if the U.S. was to remain
supreme or even competitive with its geopolitical and economic rivals. In policies
such as the H1-B visa program, which sought to ease the passage of the highly
skilled—even as impoverished migrants attempting to cross the southern border were

37 Higham, Strangers in the Land; Reisler, By the Sweat of Their Brow; Mapes, “‘A Special Class of
Labor.’”

38 On the bracero program and other state-mediated contract labor programs from the mid-twentieth
century forward, see Deborah Cohen, Braceros: Migrant Citizens and Transnational Subjects in the Postwar
United States and Mexico (Chapel Hill, N.C., 2011); Kitty Calavita, Inside the State: The Bracero Program,
Immigration, and the INS (New Orleans, 2010); Erasmo Gamboa, Mexican Labor and World War II: Braceros
in the Pacific Northwest, 1942–1947 (Austin, Tex., 1990); Gamboa, Bracero Railroaders: The Forgotten World
War II Story of Mexican Workers in the U.S. West (Seattle, Wash., 2016); Mireya Loza, Defiant Braceros: How
Migrant Workers Fought for Racial, Sexual, and Political Freedom (Chapel Hill, N.C., 2016); Hahamovitch,
No Man’s Land. For a global survey of the phenomenon, see Cindy Hahamovitch, “Creating Perfect Immi-
grants: Guestworkers of the World in Historical Perspective,” Labor History 44, no. 1 (2003): 69–94.
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subject to militarized and punitive control—one could see migration, labor, and em-
pire tightly connected.39

FIGURE 3: June 1948 photograph of Mexican migrants apprehended by members of the Border Patrol in Texas,
near the U.S.-Mexico border. During and after World War II, the bracero program permitted the legal migration
of millions of Mexican workers whose labor was understood by American policymakers to be essential to the
U.S. economy, especially to agricultural production; the program also helped give rise to much larger migrations
of undocumented workers. Despite promises of adequate food, shelter, and sanitation in work camps and non-
discriminatory treatment, braceros and other mid-twentieth-century “guest workers” in the United States often
faced harsh working and living conditions and racist abuse, prompting criticism of these programs in their home
societies. The deportability of migrant workers made them particularly vulnerable to exploitation and attractive
to many employers. As a function of employer demand, state interest, and their intersections, the securing of ac-
cess to migrant labor across national borders and from overseas colonies has long been a core emphasis of U.S.
immigration policy. Harry Pennington/Getty Images.

39 On skilled and highly educated immigrant labor in the mid-twentieth-century United States, see
John Gimbel, “Project Paperclip: German Scientists, American Policy, and the Cold War,” Diplomatic
History 14, no. 3 (1990): 343–365; Annie Jacobsen, Operation Paperclip: The Secret Intelligence Program
That Brought Nazi Scientists to America (New York, 2014); Monique Laney, German Rocketeers in the
Heart of Dixie: Making Sense of the Nazi Past during the Civil Rights Era (New Haven, Conn., 2015); Hsu,
The Good Immigrants, chaps. 8–9; David Miron, “The Search for ‘Manpower and Brainpower’ Sources:
The Origins of Immigration Policy in the Kennedy and Johnson Administrations,” White House Studies
12, no. 4 (2012): 253–289; Philip E. Wolgin, “Re-Forming the Gates: Postwar Immigration Policy in the
United States through the Hart-Celler Act of 1965,” in Triadafilos Triadafilopoulos, ed., Wanted and
Welcome? Policies for Highly Skilled Immigrants in Comparative Perspective (New York, 2013), 61–81.

408 Paul A. Kramer

AMERICAN HISTORICAL REVIEW APRIL 2018

Downloaded from https://academic.oup.com/ahr/article-abstract/123/2/393/4958230
by Divinity Library, Vanderbilt University user
on 06 April 2018



Within the broader search for workers, the pursuit of military laborers deserves
special mention. During the Civil War, federal and state agencies actively recruited
Europeans for migration, settlement, and military service in the Union Army. In other
cases, the U.S. military’s direct recruitment of aliens abroad, combined with expedited
naturalization, produced U.S.-bound migrations originating in military operations.40

Relatedly, thousands of women who married and provided reproductive labor to U.S.
soldiers deployed abroad entered the United States under special protocols or “war
bride” admissions.41 The U.S. military in its overseas operations also frequently re-
cruited civilian contractors to work in and around its bases, facilities, and installations,
generating extensive migrant networks with outposts of U.S. military power as their
origin points, hubs, and engines. These migrating non-citizen workers often faced ra-
cialized and gendered labor hierarchies manifested in stratified assignments, wages,
and work conditions and segregated, substandard housing, realities that were in many
cases exacerbated by the harsh disciplinary politics of militarized spaces. For U.S. offi-
cials, the military and civilian employment of migrant laborers raised especially
fraught questions about security and loyalty, which were expressed in heightened sur-
veillance and control, even as migrant workers were also valued and deployed for
their cultural and linguistic knowledge in, for example, military occupations where it
was perceived to have utility. While not usually conceived of as military migrants, the
engineers, technicians, and scientists recruited abroad to provide military-industrial
expertise inside the United States also belong in this category.42

40 Military service provided a path to citizenship for many soldiers. See, for example, Candice Bred-
benner, “A Duty to Defend? The Evolution of Aliens’ Military Obligations to the United States, 1792 to
1946,” Journal of Policy History 24, no. 2 (2012): 224–262; Nancy Gentile Ford, Americans All! Foreign-
Born Soldiers in World War I (College Station, Tex., 2001); Christopher Capozzola, “Legacies for Citizen-
ship: Pinpointing Americans during and after World War I,” Diplomatic History 38, no. 4 (2014): 713–
726; Lucy E. Salyer, “Baptism by Fire: Race, Military Service, and U.S. Citizenship Policy, 1918–1935,”
Journal of American History 91, no. 3 (2004): 847–876.

41 For the best overall treatment of twentieth-century “war brides,” see Susan Zeiger, Entangling Alli-
ances: Foreign War Brides and American Soldiers in the Twentieth Century (New York, 2010). Most of the ex-
isting scholarship deals with World War II and Cold War–era “war brides.” See especially Elfrieda
Berthiaume Shukert and Barbara Smith Scibetta, War Brides of World War II (New York, 1989); Barbara
G. Friedman, From the Battlefront to the Bridal Suite: Media Coverage of British War Brides, 1942–1946 (Co-
lumbia, Mo., 2007); Jenel Virden, Good-bye, Piccadilly: British War Brides in America (Urbana, Ill., 1996);
Maria Höhn, GIs and Fräuleins: The German-American Encounter in 1950s West Germany (Chapel Hill,
N.C., 2002); Mire Koikari, Cold War Encounters in US-Occupied Okinawa: Women, Militarized Domesticity,
and Transnationalism in East Asia (Cambridge, 2015); Ji-Yeon Yuh, Beyond the Shadow of Camptown: Ko-
rean Military Brides in America (New York, 2002); Michael Cullen Green, Black Yanks in the Pacific: Race
in the Making of American Military Empire after World War II (Ithaca, N.Y., 2010), especially 69–86; Emily
Porcincula Lawsin, “Beyond ‘Hanggang Pier Only’: Filipino American War Brides of Seattle, 1945–1965,”
Filipino American National Historical Society Journal 4 (1996): 50–57; Bok-Lim C. Kim, “Asian Wives of
U.S. Servicemen: Women in Shadows,” Amerasia Journal 4, no. 1 (1977): 91–115; Angela Wanhalla and
Erica Buxton, “Pacific Brides: US Forces and Interracial Marriage during the Pacific War,” Journal of New
Zealand Studies, no. 14 (2013): 138–151; Haeyun Juliana Kim, “Voices from the Shadows: The Lives of Ko-
rean War Brides,” Amerasia Journal 17, no. 1 (1991): 15–30; Teresa K. Williams, “Marriage between Japa-
nese Women and U.S. Servicemen since World War II,” ibid., 135–154; Caroline Chung Simpson, “‘Out of
an Obscure Place’: Japanese War Brides and Cultural Pluralism in the 1950s,” Differences: A Journal of
Feminist Cultural Studies 10, no. 3 (1998): 47–81. For an earlier moment, see Nina Mjagkij, “Forgotten
Women: War Brides of World War I,” Amerikastudien 32, no. 2 (1987): 191–197. On the question of “war
bride” immigration policy in the post–World War II period, see Philip E. Wolgin and Irene Bloemraad,
“‘Our Gratitude to Our Soldiers’: Military Spouses, Family Re-Unification, and Postwar Immigration
Reform,” Journal of Interdisciplinary History 41, no. 1 (2010): 27–60.

42 On labor migrations centered on U.S. military institutions and militarized installations, see Julie
Greene, “Movable Empire: Labor, Migration, and U.S. Global Power during the Gilded Age and Pro-
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The centrality of labor power to U.S. immigration control can arguably be seen
most clearly in restrictions directed against those presumed unwilling or unable to en-
gage in wage labor. Inaugurated in the late nineteenth century, the exclusion of those
deemed “likely to become a public charge” empowered immigration inspectors to sur-
veil the bodies, families, and communities of migrants with an eye toward their inser-
tion into the U.S. industrial system and their non-reliance on public welfare provision.
“Public charge” regulations proved malleable instruments in the hands of restriction-
ist officials lacking other administrative tools with which to keep out “undesirables”;
their patterns of use also reflected a new industrialized biopolitics that sharpened and
governmentalized racial and gendered capitalist distinctions between bodies capable
and incapable of wage labor, especially between the “disabled” and the “able-bodied.”
Patriarchal conceptions of women’s normative dependence on male workers brought
down “public charge” provisions with special force against women not attached to
men in sanctioned ways. Single women, widows, and mothers without husbands, all of
whose public “dependence” was seen to threaten America’s virtues and resources,
were excluded, even as hardy immigrant men and their wives and daughters, tasked
with reproductive labor, were admitted.43

A SECOND PROJECT INVOLVED COLONIAL MANAGEMENT: efforts to regulate the mobility of
those who lived under U.S. jurisdiction in settler-colonial or colonial-imperial con-
texts. From the nineteenth through the early twentieth century, U.S. territorial con-
quest and annexation raised thorny questions about juridical and social membership
and posed the specter of racial corruption, whether in the form of the expansion of
the “slave power” onto “free soil,” the insinuation of non-whites into U.S. citizenship
by post-conquest treaty, or the extension of full political and legal rights to the inhabi-
tants of U.S.-administered territories overseas. To what extent could colonized sub-
jects be incorporated in social, political, and legal terms without jeopardizing the
United States’ sociopolitical integrity and global ambitions? Must they in fact be in-

gressive Era,” Journal of the Gilded Age and Progressive Era 15, no. 1 (2016): 4–20; Greene, The Canal
Builders: Making America’s Empire at the Panama Canal (New York, 2009); Daniel E. Bender and Jana
K. Lipman, eds., Making the Empire Work: Labor and United States Imperialism (New York, 2015); Justin
Jackson, “‘The Right Kind of Men’: Flexible Capacity, Chinese Exclusion, and the Imperial Origins of
Maritime Labor Reform in the United States, 1898–1905,” Labor: Studies in Working-Class History of the
Americas 10, no. 4 (2013): 39–60; Alfred Peredo Flores, “‘No Walk in the Park’: US Empire and the
Racialization of Civilian Military Labor in Guam, 1944–1962,” American Quarterly 67, no. 3 (2015): 813–
835; Colleen Woods, “Building Empire’s Archipelago: The Imperial Politics of Filipino Labor in the Pa-
cific,” Labor: Studies in Working-Class History of the Americas 13, nos. 3–4 (2016): 131–152; Urban,
“Asylum in the Midst of Chinese Exclusion.” Here I distinguish scholarship dealing with policies in-
tended to build up U.S. military labor forces through immigration from those seeking to attract immi-
grants already in the U.S. to the military, or broader histories of second-generation “ethnic” Americans
in the U.S. military, on which the literature is extensive. The entry of immigrant foreign nationals into
the U.S. military provoked conflicts over their military obligations to their “home” governments. See, for
example, Bahar Gürsel, “Citizenship and Military Service in Italian-American Relations, 1901–1918,”
Journal of the Gilded Age and Progressive Era 7, no. 3 (2008): 353–376.

43 On “public charge” provisions in U.S. immigration law and policy, see Martha Gardner, The Qualities
of a Citizen: Women, Immigration, and Citizenship, 1870–1965 (Princeton, N.J., 2005); Deirdre M. Moloney,
“Women, Sexual Morality, and Economic Dependency in Early U.S. Deportation Policy,” Journal of Women’s
History 18, no. 2 (2006): 95–122; Patricia Russell Evans, “‘Likely to Become a Public Charge’: Immigration in
the Backwaters of Administrative Law, 1882–1933” (Ph.D. diss., George Washington University, 1987).
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corporated, or could they somehow be kept separate? During and after the War of
1898, for example, the fear that “natives” of the “insular possessions” might fail to re-
main insular or native, that they might leverage their legal status, however partial and
compromised, to migrate to the metropolitan United States, haunted the dreams of
anticolonialists. For others, the migration rights that came with even qualified juridi-
cal membership meant opportunity: for colonized peoples themselves, who gained ac-
cess to labor markets, public resources, and avenues for political advocacy, and for
employers seeking access to exploitable labor forces. What might be called juridical
corridors facilitated “internal” migration within an extensive U.S. realm.44

Policymakers developed an array of solutions intended to protect colonial empire-
building from the erosive force of race-mixing. While their legal instantiations varied,
a cluster of underlying principles undergirded them: differentiated territory, espe-
cially the distinction between “incorporated” and “unincorporated”; divided subjec-
tion, especially the distinction between “citizen” and “national”; phantom citizenship,
the invention of “citizenship” for entities that were neither republics nor independent
states; and the severance of territorial from citizenship status, which allowed the for-
mer to be decided without binding commitments on the latter. Underpinning all these
was imperial deferral: the postponing of decisions on citizenship status amid other-
wise rapid extensions of U.S. jurisdiction and political-economic power. The United
States’ post-1898 colonies, especially Puerto Rico and the Philippines, raised special
dilemmas: they were overseas, they were populated densely enough to inhibit plans
for white and American colonization, and what were understood to be their non-
white peoples included many anticolonial revolutionaries. The 1898 Treaty of Paris,
which annexed the islands to the United States, accommodated these concerns by
granting U.S. citizenship to “Spanish subjects, natives of the Peninsula” who did not
opt to retain Spanish nationality, an offer not made to other “natives.”45 Phantom citi-
zenship was extended through two legislative acts: the 1900 Foraker Act declared
Puerto Rican “natives” to be “citizens of Porto Rico,” and the 1902 Philippine
Organic Act deemed former Spanish subjects in the Philippines who had not chosen
to retain Spanish citizenship or adopt U.S. citizenship to be “citizens of the Philippine
Islands.” Imperial deferral and the separation of territorial from civic status were real-

44 On the racialization of colonial subjects in the turn-of-the-century debates on overseas U.S. colo-
nialism, which included concerns about migration, see Lanny Thompson, Imperial Archipelago: Represen-
tation and Rule in the Insular Territories under U.S. Dominion after 1898 (Honolulu, 2010); Paul A.
Kramer, The Blood of Government: Race, Empire, the United States, and the Philippines (Chapel Hill,
N.C., 2006), chap. 2; Richard E. Welch Jr., Response to Imperialism: The United States and the Philippine-
American War, 1899–1902 (Chapel Hill, N.C., 1979); Christopher Lasch, “The Anti-Imperialists, the Phil-
ippines, and the Inequality of Man,” Journal of Southern History 24, no. 3 (1958): 319–331; Rubin Francis
Weston, Racism in U.S. Imperialism: The Influence of Racial Assumptions on American Foreign Policy,
1893–1946 (Columbia, S.C., 1972). Anticolonialists opposed the annexation of the Philippines for fear of
both Filipino migration and Chinese migration to the continental U.S. through colonial “stepping-
stones.” On debates over Chinese migration to the Philippines, see Adam D. Burns, “A New Pacific Bor-
der: William H. Taft, the Philippines, and Chinese Immigration, 1898–1903,” Comparative American
Studies 9, no. 4 (2011): 309–324; Julia Martı́nez and Claire Lowrie, “Transcolonial Influences on Every-
day American Imperialism: The Politics of Chinese Domestic Servants in the Philippines,” Pacific Histor-
ical Review 81, no. 4 (2012): 511–536. On the first arrivals of Puerto Ricans to Hawaii, see Blasé
Camacho Souza, “Trabajo y Tristeza—‘Work and Sorrow’: The Puerto Ricans of Hawaii, 1900–1902,”
Hawaiian Journal of History 18 (1984): 156–173.

45 A Treaty of Peace between the United States and Spain, Message from the President of the United
States, 55th Congress, 3rd session, Senate Doc. no. 62, pt. 1 (Washington, D.C., 1899), 9.
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ized by the Insular Cases, which established the “unincorporated” status of the new
territories but postponed the question of inhabitants’ legal standing; and the 1904
U.S. Supreme Court decision in Gonzales v. Williams, which declared that the colo-
nies’ inhabitants were “not aliens” for immigration purposes but deferred the ques-
tion of U.S. citizenship. As a lexical patch over this strategically ill-defined “not alien”
status, the term “national” was borrowed from international and European imperial
law: the new subjects would be “U.S. nationals,” a status that enabled the disarticula-
tion of national power, territorialized space, and citizenship rights.46

FIGURE 4: Bilingual front page of Puerto Rico’s San Juan News, January 6, 1904, celebrating the outcome of the
U.S. Supreme Court decision in Gonzales v. Williams, which found that Puerto Ricans were “not aliens” with re-
spect to U.S. immigration law. Since the U.S. takeover of the island from Spain in 1898, its legal status and that
of its inhabitants with respect to the United States had been ambiguous. Immigration had emerged as a theme in
Americans’ debates over U.S. overseas colonialism, with some anticolonialists arguing that annexing islands
densely populated by people Americans understood to be non-white would undermine the United States’ racial
integrity, as colonized peoples and other “undesirable” migrants used them as “stepping-stones” to the metropol-
itan U.S. with the aid of employers and labor recruiters. When Isabel González, a migrant from Puerto Rico, was
barred from entering the mainland United States, she took the U.S. government to court; the U.S. Supreme
Court ultimately decided that Puerto Ricans, while not U.S. citizens, were “not aliens,” and thus could not be
barred from entering the mainland. Colonial subjects subsequently migrated through these juridical corridors,
often facing conditions of poverty and intense racialized hostility in the United States, including attributions of
“foreignness,” that erased the United States’ dominating role in their home societies. San Juan News, January 6,
1904.

46 On the Insular Cases and citizenship, see Christina Duffy Burnett and Burke Marshall, Foreign in a
Domestic Sense: Puerto Rico, American Expansion, and the Constitution (Durham, N.C., 2001); Bartholo-
mew H. Sparrow, The Insular Cases and the Emergence of American Empire (Lawrence, Kans., 2006);
Edgardo Meléndez, “Citizenship and the Alien Exclusion in the Insular Cases: Puerto Ricans in the
Periphery of American Empire,” Centro Journal 25, no. 1 (2013): 106–145; José A. Cabranes, Citizenship
and the American Empire: Notes on the Legislative History of the United States Citizenship of Puerto Ricans
(New Haven, Conn., 1979); Rick Baldoz and César Ayala, “The Bordering of America: Colonialism and
Citizenship in the Philippines and Puerto Rico,” Centro Journal 25, no. 1 (2013): 76–105. On Filipino status
and citizenship politics, see Baldoz, The Third Asiatic Invasion; Filomeno V. Aguilar Jr., “The Riddle of the
Alien-Citizen: Filipino Migrants as US Nationals and the Anomalies of Citizenship, 1900s–1930s,” Asian
and Pacific Migration Journal 19, no. 2 (2010): 203–236; Leti Volpp, “American Mestizo: Filipinos and
Antimiscegenation Laws in California,” UC Davis Law Review 79, no. 5 (2000): 795–835; Theo Gonzalves,
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Most importantly, juridical incorporation eased the migration of colonized groups
within the United States’ continental, regional, and global domains and served the in-
terests of at least three organized groups. Colonized subjects themselves, in pursuit of
individual, family, and community well-being, leveraged their “not alien” status to
move within U.S.-governed space, often overcoming significant legal and logistical ob-
stacles. In doing so, they made use of newly constructed connective routes—bridges,
roads, ports, steamship lines—built initially to move soldiers and commodities. Many
migrants were driven by dislocations at least partially wrought by colonial rule itself,
especially concentrated landholding, the displacement of small farmers, the rise of
capital-intensive export agriculture, restrictive U.S. customs and trade regulations,
and penurious state policies on poverty and labor that were as tolerant of immisera-
tion as they were hostile toward collective action directed against it.47 Employers, too,
exploited these openings. Hawaii’s sugarcane planters, seeking experienced workers
who could depress wages, break strikes, and help foster interethnic division, found
“not alien” status particularly attractive. By 1901, more than five thousand Puerto Ri-
cans had been recruited to work in Hawaii’s brutal cane fields, followed by Filipinos
from 1907 onward; much to nativists’ chagrin, many Filipinos used Hawaii as a
stepping-stone to the continental United States.48 The U.S. military also benefited
from “not aliens.” In March 1917, when the Jones-Shafroth Act granted statutory citi-
zenship to Puerto Ricans, more than twenty thousand were drafted to serve in World
War I, some guarding the Panama Canal, others fighting on the Western Front. By
contrast, Filipinos were not granted U.S. citizenship as a whole, but a subdivision of
the Act of May 9, 1918, which offered accelerated naturalization to “any alien” who
served in the U.S. military, allowed Filipinos in the U.S. Navy or Marine Corps to pe-

“‘We Hold a Neatly Folded Hope’: Filipino Veterans of World War II on Citizenship and Political
Obligation,” Amerasia Journal 21, no. 3 (1995/1996): 155–174; Satoshi Nakano, “Nation, Nationalism and
Citizenship in the Filipino World War II Veterans Equity Movement, 1945–1999,” Hitotsubashi Journal
of Social Studies 32, no. 2 (2000): 33–53. On the strategic reasons for the granting of U.S. citizenship to
Puerto Ricans, see Bartholomew Sparrow and Jennifer Lamm, “Puerto Ricans and U.S. Citizenship in
1917: Imperatives of Security,” Centro Journal 29, no. 1 (2017): 284–315.

47 On the Gonzales v. Williams case, which established Puerto Ricans’ status, see Sam Erman,
“Meanings of Citizenship in the U.S. Empire: Puerto Rico, Isabel Gonzalez, and the Supreme Court,
1898 to 1905,” Journal of American Ethnic History 27, no. 4 (2008): 5–33; Christina Duffy Burnett, “‘They
Say I Am Not an American . . .’: The Noncitizen National and the Law of American Empire,” Virginia
Journal of International Law 48, no. 4 (2008): 659–718. On colonial policy and capitalist transformation
as “push” factors within U.S. colonies, see, for the Puerto Rico case, Robert C. McGreevey, “Empire
and Migration: Coastwise Shipping, National Status, and the Colonial Legal Origins of Puerto Rican
Migration to the United States,” Journal of the Gilded Age and Progressive Era 11, no. 4 (2012): 553–573;
César Ayala, American Sugar Kingdom: The Plantation Economy of the Spanish Caribbean, 1898–1934
(Chapel Hill, N.C., 1999), chap. 6; Ayala, “The Decline of the Plantation Economy and the Puerto Rican
Migration of the 1950s,” Latino Studies Journal 7, no. 1 (1996): 62–90.

48 On colonial migrant labor, see JoAnna Poblete, Islanders in the Empire: Filipino and Puerto Rican
Laborers in Hawai‘i (Urbana, Ill., 2014); Gary Y. Okihiro, “Colonialism and Migrant Labor: A Compara-
tive Study of Puerto Rico and the Philippines,” Nature, Society, and Thought 10, no. 1–2 (1997): 203–227;
Ramón Grosfoguel, “Puerto Rican Labor Migration to the United States: Modes of Incorporation, Colo-
niality, and Identities,” Review: A Journal of the Fernand Braudel Center 22, no. 4 (1999): 503–521; Edwin
Maldonado, “Contract Labor and the Origins of Puerto Rican Communities in the United States,” Inter-
national Migration Review 13, no. 1 (1979): 103–121; History Task Force, City University of New York,
Centro de Estudios Puertorrique~nos, Labor Migration under Capitalism: The Puerto Rican Experience
(New York, 1979). On connections between migrants’ working conditions in the mainland U.S. and politi-
cal contestation in the colonies, see, for example, Eileen J. Suárez Findlay, We Are Left without a Father
Here: Masculinity, Domesticity, and Migration in Postwar Puerto Rico (Durham, N.C., 2014).
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tition for naturalization.49 This short-lived window, which the Supreme Court closed
in the mid-1920s, coupled with Filipinos’ labor on military installations in the Islands,
helped spur a century of military-migrant trajectories that both traced and tran-
scended the geographies of U.S. military engagement.50

Colonial migration scrambled dichotomies of inside and outside, friendship and en-
mity. Migrants from overseas colonies often passed through a relatively permeable
outer shell, and confronted impervious inner walls of legal restriction, commercial and
residential discrimination, and extralegal persecution, as when Filipinos, who were per-
mitted to migrate to the metropolitan United States by virtue of their “not alien” status,
found themselves subject to state-level anti-miscegenation statutes.51 Tellingly, these
disciplinary undertakings often cast colonized migrants as particularly undesirable “im-
migrants”: not legally “alien,” they were nonetheless outsiders in terms of social stand-
ing and membership and many legal rights. However incidentally or deliberately, en-
folding these migrants into the broader category of “immigrant” not only silenced
claims they might make by virtue of their status, but also masked the colonialisms that
had brought them into U.S.-centered fields of force in the first place, while sharpening
inside/outside national-territorial boundaries that colonialism blurred.

Although colonized peoples possessed similar mobility rights, the politics of migra-
tion played out differently in different settings. In Puerto Rico, for example, the colo-
nial state promoted migration to the mainland as one answer to a perceived problem of
“overpopulation,” while in the Philippines, colonial officials and local elites were ambiv-
alent about the out-migration of workers needed for state-sponsored infrastructure
projects and agricultural production.52 In some respects, migrants from U.S. colonies
were unique in terms of the intensity and asymmetry of their interactions with Ameri-
can global power and the moral, political, and juridical claims they could, at least in the-
ory, make on metropolitan U.S. authority. But in Americans’ general sense that these
“arrivals” could be accounted for without reference to the United States’ presence in
the world, they represented a difference in degree more than in kind.

LIKE THE MANAGEMENT OF COLONIAL SUBJECTS, efforts to use U.S. immigration controls
to diffuse American institutions, practices, beliefs, norms, and products accompanied

49 An Act to Amend the Naturalization Laws and to Repeal Certain Sections of the Revised Statutes
of the United States and Other Laws Relating to Naturalization, and for Other Purposes, United States
Statutes at Large, 65th Congress, 2nd session, chap. 69, 542–548.

50 On this provision, see Baldoz, The Third Asiatic Invasion. On the navy as a key vector of Filipino mi-
gration, see, for example, Yen Le Espiritu, “Filipino Navy Stewards and Filipina Health Care Professionals:
Immigration, Work and Family Relations,” Asian and Pacific Migration Journal 11, no. 1 (2002): 47–66;
Jocelyn A. Pacleb, “Militarizing Labor Migration: Filipino/a American Immigrant Families,” in Päivi Hoikkala
and Dorothy D. Wills, eds., Dimensions of International Migration (Cambridge, 2011), 175–190; Pacleb,
“Gender, Family Labor, and the United States Navy: The Post–World War II San Diego Filipina/o-American
Immigrant Navy Community” (Ph.D. diss., University of California, Irvine, 2003).

51 On the social exclusion of Filipino migrants permitted entry into the mainland United States, see
Kramer, The Blood of Government, chap. 6; Baldoz, The Third Asiatic Invasion; Ngai, Impossible Subjects;
Volpp, “American Mestizo.”

52 On the politics of reproduction and “overpopulation” discourse in Puerto Rico, see Laura Briggs,
Reproducing Empire: Race, Sex, Science, and U.S. Imperialism in Puerto Rico (Berkeley, Calif., 2002). On
efforts by the colonial state in Puerto Rico to facilitate migration to the mainland, see Michael Lapp,
“The Migration Division of Puerto Rico and Puerto Ricans in New York City, 1948 to 1969,” in William
Pencak, Selma Berrol, and Randall M. Miller, eds., Immigration to New York (London, 1991), 198–214.
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the rise of the United States’ “new empire” in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. Amid a worldwide depression and aggressive inter-imperial competition
came new understandings of the conditions that supported the capture of external
markets: foreigners’ familiarity with and trust in American-made goods, robust social
relationships with American producers and distributors, and minimized friction for
the influential as they crossed state boundaries. If American power was to flourish in
the world, it was held, it would operate through networks spun by highly mobile actors
linking dispersed localities and facilitated by the understated hegemony of format:
material and cultural forms that structured ongoing connections between societies, of-
ten locking in relations of dominance and dependence and rendering alternative link-
ages difficult or impossible.53 Take, for example, American-made machines that re-
quired American tools and supplies to repair, or the foreign English-speaking elites
whose education directed them toward Anglophone cultural forms, political ideas,
and socio-technical expertise.

The networked aspects of global power especially pressed merchants, students,
and colonial elites into the geopolitical foreground. International merchants and their
agents were the connective tissue of the new empire, assessing, comparing, purchas-
ing, and selling goods. Foreign students’ extended contact with Americans and pursuit
of alternative models of development for their societies, it was believed, uniquely posi-
tioned them to embrace American ways and bring U.S.-oriented affiliations to any
leadership positions they might attain. The deliberate attraction of actual or aspiring
elites from U.S. overseas colonies to the metropole, especially to American schools,
was widely understood to be an effective mechanism for diffusing norms, cultivating
loyalties, and cementing U.S. colonial-imperial power. Such efforts took on special
importance and received the greatest institutional coordination in sites of intensive
U.S. colonial and commercial domination, as in the varied programs to bring Puerto
Rican, Cuban, Filipino, and Chinese students and teachers to the United States.54

53 The literature on “Americanization” is extensive. For some of the key works, see Victoria de Gra-
zia, Irresistible Empire: America’s Advance through Twentieth-Century Europe (Cambridge, Mass., 2005);
Reinhold Wagnleitner, Coca-Colonization and the Cold War: The Cultural Mission of the United States in
Austria after the Second World War, trans. Diana M. Wolf (Chapel Hill, N.C., 1994); Richard F. Kuisel,
Seducing the French: The Dilemma of Americanization (Berkeley, Calif., 1993); Mary Nolan, Visions of
Modernity: American Business and the Modernization of Germany (New York, 1994); Stefan Schwarzkopf,
“Who Said ‘Americanization’? The Case of Twentieth-Century Advertising and Mass Marketing from a
British Perspective,” in Jessica C. E. Gienow-Hecht, ed., Decentering America (New York, 2007), 23–72.
For a thoughtful overview and critique, see Heide Fehrenbach and Uta G. Poiger, “Introduction: Ameri-
canization Reconsidered,” in Fehrenbach and Poiger, eds., Transactions, Transgressions, Transformations:
American Culture in Western Europe and Japan (New York, 2000), xiii–xl. On the politics of technological
format, in a different context, see Patrick Chung, “Building Global Capitalism: Militarization, Standard-
ization, and US–South Korean Relations, 1950–Present” (Ph.D. diss., Brown University, 2017).

54 On international student migration and projects in global diffusion, see Paul A. Kramer, “Is the
World Our Campus? International Students and U.S. Global Power in the Long Twentieth Century,”
Diplomatic History 33, no. 5 (2009): 775–806; Liping Bu, Making the World Like Us: Education, Cultural
Expansion, and the American Century (Westport, Conn., 2003). On the origins of the Fulbright Program,
which had diffusion as one of its goals, see Sam Lebovic, “From War Junk to Educational Exchange:
The World War II Origins of the Fulbright Program and the Foundations of American Cultural Global-
ism, 1945–1950,” Diplomatic History 37, no. 2 (2013): 280–312. On foreign students in U.S. universities as
parastatal institutions, see Margaret O’Mara, “The Uses of the Foreign Student,” Social Science History
36, no. 4 (2012): 583–615. For a historical overview of international students in U.S. universities, see Te-
resa Brawner Bevis and Christopher J. Lucas, International Students in American Colleges and Univer-
sities: A History (New York, 2007). On these dynamics as they played out between the U.S. and China,
see especially Hsu, The Good Immigrants.
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Alongside industrial exporters, the archetypal proponents of diffusionist migration
were missionaries, who arranged to get converts from abroad through America’s
gates, and who fought against stigmatizing racial exclusions in part because they vio-
lated the universal brotherhood of man, and in part because they constricted neces-
sary mobilities, soured foreigners on Christianity and the United States, and ob-
structed the spread of the Gospel and the advance of American power.55

But the open transit of merchants, students, and colonial elites became trouble-
some with the rise of restrictionist politics. Proponents of tighter borders proved stub-
bornly resistant to diffusionist, networked ways of thinking about national-imperial
power, preferring territorial zero-sum approaches that reflected settler-colonial his-
tory.56 Consciousness of a need to build diffusion into U.S. immigration policy became
heightened during early-twentieth-century clashes over immigration from Asia, the

FIGURE 5: International students at Carleton College attending a foreign relations class in 1940. The twentieth
century witnessed the intensification of international student migration to the United States, through U.S. gov-
ernment-sponsored programs, scholarships from home governments, national and international philanthropies,
and private sponsorship by students’ families and communities. U.S. immigration policies permitted the entry of
bona fide students alongside other groups whose temporary presence in the United States and ultimate return to
their societies of origin was understood to benefit transnational projections of power by U.S. industrial, educa-
tional, and religious institutions: traveling students and merchants, it was believed, would diffuse U.S. product
lines, practices, and belief systems upon their return home. Their presence in the United States, problematic to
many Americans, was understood by others as a necessary price to pay if the U.S. wished to assert its commercial,
educational, and diplomatic influence in the wider world. Diffusionist immigration policies predicated on the
idea of migrants as vectors of Americanization would secure limited, sometimes fragile openings in the United
States’ increasingly restrictionist edifice. Photo courtesy Carleton College Archives.

55 On missionary opposition to anti-Asian immigration restriction, see, for example, Jennifer C.
Snow, Protestant Missionaries, Asian Immigrants, and Ideologies of Race in America, 1850–1924 (New
York, 2007); Sandra C. Taylor, Advocate of Understanding: Sidney Gulick and the Search for Peace with
Japan (Kent, Ohio, 1984).

56 On international students and U.S. racial politics, see Stephanie Hinnershitz, Race, Religion and
Civil Rights: Asian Students on the West Coast, 1900–1968 (New Brunswick, N.J., 2015). On international
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racialized region that was both an emerging horizon of American globalism and the
source of its most reviled and demonized immigrants. While the United States’ deal-
ings with China and Japan differed in key respects—China faced stigmatizing legisla-
tion and U.S. enforcement, while Japan reserved to itself the power to prevent the
out-migration of “undesirables”—for both, the settlements converged around a poli-
tics of diffusion and class-based exemption within the harsh, overarching, racialized
parameters of restriction. Exemptions built into the Chinese exclusion laws formally
permitted the transit of merchants, students, teachers, and tourists, while the Gentle-
men’s Agreement between the U.S. and Japan permitted the Japanese state to issue
visas to similar groups. On the American side of the Pacific, these formulations had
the advantage of protecting what were seen to be conduits of American influence in
ways that might blunt Asians’ opposition. In both cases, Americans were also com-
pelled to ask whether the total exclusion of Asians could be squared with the United
States’ prospects as a commercial, military-colonial, missionary, and educational
power—in short, whether a harshly closed Golden Gate was compatible with what
policymakers called an “Open Door” for American trade in Asia.57

Across the twentieth century, U.S. immigration politics were structured to facili-
tate the temporary migration of actually and potentially powerful elites, in the hope,
among other things, that they would later import American practices and product
lines. Even the highly restrictionist Johnson-Reed Act of 1924 came with a clause,
Section 4(e), that permitted “bona fide student[s]” to enter the country outside of
national-origins quotas for the duration of their studies.58 American companies pursu-
ing an international reach made good use of this provision. In the mid-1920s, for ex-
ample, the Ford Motor Company’s Henry Ford Trade School established an ambi-
tious program for foreign students, which brought a thousand well-connected young
men from over thirty countries to Detroit for training as “Ford Men,” with the expec-
tation that they would return home with the technical knowledge, business practices,
and orderly masculinities they would need as investors, middle managers, and factory
foremen in Ford plants and dealerships across the globe.59 Here and elsewhere, the
touchstone of diffusion was temporariness, with rights to denizenship detachable
from rights to naturalization and long-term residence: you could not diffuse Ameri-
canisms if, in the end, you did not go home. Impermanence was also the only way to
balance globalizers’ hopes for elite mobility against restrictionists’ fears of white
working-class subjugation by a globalized labor market. Nativist pressure against the
right of foreign students to work in the United States lay at exactly this flashpoint:
when Chinese engineering students worked for midwestern factories over their sum-
mer breaks, for example, industrialists saw a unique opportunity to introduce Ameri-

students’ negotiations of U.S. immigration codes, see Smita Ghosh, “Students and Subterfuge in the
Quota Era” (work in progress).

57 On exemptions for the “civilized” within Chinese exclusion, see Kramer, “Imperial Openings.” On
the Gentlemen’s Agreement, see Mitziko Sawada, “Culprits and Gentlemen: Meiji Japan’s Restrictions
of Emigrants to the United States, 1891–1909,” Pacific Historical Review 60, no. 3 (1991): 339–359; Jor-
dan Sand, “Gentlemen’s Agreement, 1908: Fragments for a Pacific History,” Representations 107, no. 1
(2009): 91–127.

58 Immigration Act of 1924, United States Statutes at Large, 68th Congress, 1st session, chap. 190,
153–169, Section 4(e).

59 Nicole Greer Golda, “To Shape the Future of the Nation: Gender and Family Order in the Age
of Americanization, 1890–1952” (Ph.D. diss., University of Michigan, 2016), chap. 2.
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can machinery to a bottomless Asian market, while unions saw potentially devastating
labor competition with “Asiatics.”60 Obtaining legal permission to enter could prove
challenging for both students and schools, but migration rights for those believed
likely to spread U.S. goods and practices thrived, particularly in the context of U.S.
“cultural exchange” projects and universities’ efforts to attract foreign students’ tu-
ition and corporate capital.

Even as they secured openings for mobile customers and students, the makers of
U.S. immigration policy preoccupied themselves with the possible impact of restric-
tions on the thousands of Americans busy exporting U.S. goods, services, infrastruc-
ture, formats, institutions, and values into other people’s countries, often while living
in those countries. These figures—investors, financial managers, factory operators,
engineers, advertising executives, salesmen—were the transnational architects and
builders of the United States’ networked commodifying empire. By the mid-twentieth
century, their efforts were becoming more central to the U.S. economy as a whole,
but they and their enterprises, their families, and their communities were vulnerable.
In regions that were not under direct American rule or U.S. or European extraterrito-
rial control, they were subject to local law; while they did not (importantly) regard
themselves as “immigrants,” they were cross-border travelers and residents beholden
to local authorities over whom they had very limited power.61

Where the United States behaved in ways that alienated these itinerant Ameri-
cans’ host societies, the American visitors could, fairly or unfairly, be held responsible
and made symbols of the U.S. for purposes of reprisal: visas could be invalidated, gov-
ernment contracts withdrawn, import orders canceled, tariffs raised, models rejected,
goods boycotted, ports closed, and commercial and personal property destroyed.
Americans abroad could be subjected to official harassment, or state or popular vio-

60 “Department of Labor Declines to Permit Chinese Students in Shops,” The Cincinnatian: Official
Organ of the Cincinnati Chamber of Commerce 7, no. 28 (July 10, 1920): 2; O. H. Broxterman [President,
John Steptoe Company, Cincinnati] to Louis F. Post [Assistant Secretary of Labor], July 27, 1920,
National Archives and Records Administration, RG 85: Records of the Immigration and Naturalization
Service, 1891–1957, File no. 54549/126, 126A, 126B.

61 For a call to study Americans abroad, see Brooke L. Blower, “Nation of Outposts: Forts, Factories,
Bases, and the Making of American Power,” Diplomatic History 41, no. 3 (2017): 439–459. On commodify-
ing empire, see Paul A. Kramer, “Embedding Capital: Political-Economic History, the United States, and
the World,” Journal of the Gilded Age and Progressive Era 15, no. 3 (2016): 331–362. On the concept of “ex-
patriate,” see Nancy L. Green, “Expatriation, Expatriates, and Expats: The American Transformation of a
Concept,” American Historical Review 114, no. 2 (April 2009): 307–328. On African Americans in Liberia,
see Bronwen Everill, “‘Destiny Seems to Point Me to That Country’: Early Nineteenth-Century African
American Migration, Emigration, and Expansion,” Journal of Global History 7, no. 1 (2012): 53–77. On
Americans in Britain and the British Empire, see Stephen Tuffnell, “Expatriate Foreign Relations: Britain’s
American Community and Transnational Approaches to the U.S. Civil War,” Diplomatic History 40, no. 4
(2016): 635–663; Tuffnell, “Engineering Inter-Imperialism: American Miners and the Transformation of
Global Mining, 1871–1910,” Journal of Global History 10, no. 1 (2015): 53–76. On Americans in France, see
Nancy L. Green, The Other Americans in Paris: Businessmen, Countesses, Wayward Youth, 1880–1941 (Chi-
cago, 2014); Green, “Americans Abroad and the Uses of Citizenship: Paris, 1914–1940,” Journal of Ameri-
can Ethnic History 31, no. 3 (2012): 5–32; Tyler Stovall, Paris Noir: African Americans in the City of Light
(Boston, 1996); Brooke L. Blower, Becoming Americans in Paris: Transatlantic Politics and Culture between
the World Wars (New York, 2013). On Americans in Mexico, see John Mason Hart, Empire and Revolution:
The Americans in Mexico since the Civil War (Berkeley, Calif., 2006). In select regions, Americans were le-
gally insulated by regimes of extraterritoriality. See Teemu Ruskola, Legal Orientalism: China, the United
States, and Modern Law (Cambridge, Mass., 2013); Eileen P. Scully, Bargaining with the State from Afar:
American Citizenship in Treaty Port China, 1844–1942 (New York, 2001). On the U.S. Census and Ameri-
cans abroad, see Constance Potter, “U.S. Census Schedules for Americans Living Overseas, 1900 to 1930,”
Prologue 42, no. 3 (2010): 54–61.
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lence; especially before World War II, there were not always Marines, military bases,
or effective diplomats on hand to secure their interests or safety. The fear that these
responses might be triggered specifically by U.S. immigration restrictions was voiced
as early as the late nineteenth century, when American merchants and exporters in
China and the United States worried (justifiably, it turned out) that slamming the
door on Chinese migrants on the West Coast would, especially in the context of rising
Chinese nationalism, spark revolts that might jeopardize the United States’ commer-
cial project in China. In the 1930s, U.S. diplomats and even the secretary of state pub-
licly opposed bills to restrict Mexican migration on the grounds that it might lead to
the retaliatory exclusion of American specialists needed by U.S.-owned enterprises in
the region and prompt Latin Americans (depicted as temperamentally “sensitive”) to
reject American products and turn to European competitors.62

But anti-restrictionists who sought to leverage the United States’ transnational
commerce to exert pressure on the U.S. immigration regime from the “outside” faced
myriad obstacles: U.S. diplomatic pressure on other states to suppress protests and
boycotts; those states’ repressive hostility toward activism that might harm their rela-
tionship with the United States or boil over into open revolt; the hemming in of states’
capacity to bar foreign imports by implementing “free trade” policies; the limited eco-
nomic pressure that could be applied to powerful transnational enterprises; and the
organizational challenges of sustaining boycotts, for example. To the extent that these
hurdles prevented effective action, American policymakers, investors, exporters, and
corporate expatriates did not feel much need to preoccupy themselves with the long-

62 Wong Sin Kiong, China’s Anti-American Boycott Movement in 1905: A Study in Urban Protest (New
York, 2002); Guanhua Wang, In Search of Justice: The 1905–1906 Chinese Anti-American Boycott (Cam-
bridge, Mass., 2001); Reisler, By the Sweat of Their Brow. By the early twenty-first century, the worry was
less that restriction would prompt other states to keep out Americans and their products than that for-
eign travelers—as visitors and outward vectors of American goods—would go elsewhere. The 2017 execu-
tive orders barring refugees and migrants from Muslim-majority countries saw both a downturn in tourist
travel to the United States and corporate opposition to the ban on the grounds that the alienation of po-
tential tourists—an enormous source of revenue—would have serious implications for the nation’s eco-
nomic power. For a typical assortment of articles lamenting the economic impact on the United States of
Donald Trump’s immigration-related executive orders, see Edward Alden, “A Muslim Travel Ban and
the U.S. Economy,” Renewing America (blog), Council on Foreign Relations, October 7, 2016, https://
www.cfr.org/blog/muslim-travel-ban-and-us-economy-0; Jen Mills, “Calls for Boycott of US Goods after
Donald Trump Imposes Travel Ban,” Metro.co.uk, January 29, 2017, http://metro.co.uk/2017/01/29/calls-
for-boycott-of-us-goods-after-donald-trump-imposes-travel-ban-6413675/; John Wasik, “Here’s How
Trump Muslim Ban Will Slam U.S. Economy,” Forbes, February 1, 2017, https://www.forbes.com/sites/
johnwasik/2017/02/01/heres-how-trump-muslim-ban-will-slam-u-s-economy/#3a4606f34930; Robert
Kahn, “The Muslim Ban Could Cost America $66 Billion a Year,” Newsweek, February 2, 2017, http://
www.newsweek.com/muslim-ban-could-cost-america-66-billion-year-551264; Shainaz Firfiray, “Making
America Great Again? Why Trump’s Travel Ban Is Bad for Business,” Newsweek, February 2, 2017,
http://www.newsweek.com/donald-trump-muslim-ban-us-economy-immigration-551616; Andrew Bender,
“Trump Travel Ban: Experts Predict ‘Severe Damage’ to U.S. Tourism Industry,” Forbes, February 10,
2017, https://www.forbes.com/sites/andrewbender/2017/02/10/trump-travel-ban-experts-predict-severe-
damage-to-u-s-tourism-industry/#d98fd0c6e44c; Zlata Rodionova, “Donald Trump’s ‘Muslim Ban’ Costs
US Travel Industry an Estimated $185M as Tourism Interest ‘Falls off a Cliff,’” Independent.co.uk,
March 1, 2017, http://www.independent.co.uk/news/business/news/donald-trump-muslim-ban-us-travel-
industry-185-million-tourism-falls-cliff-immigration-controls-a7605056.html; Abha Bhattarai, “Even Ca-
nadians Are Skipping Trips to the U.S. after Trump Travel Ban,” Washington Post, April 14, 2017,
https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/capitalbusiness/after-trumps-travel-ban-tourism-outfits-say-
that-brand-usa-has-taken-a-hit/2017/04/14/d0eebf4e-158e-11e7-833c-503e1f6394c9_story.html?utm_
term¼.c087967a4d36. The articles foreground tourism alongside issues relating the attracting of foreign
students and international recruitment and hiring.
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distance implications of U.S. immigration restriction for American power. The United
States’ one-way globalism—its insistence that other societies’ doors remain open to
American exports even as its own doors to migrants were restrictive, punitive, and
militarized—remained viable.

MIGRATION CONTROLS WERE ALSO ENTANGLED in the international politics of legitima-
tion. Immigration policies sent out into the world direct and consequential messages
about a society’s core values, its ideas of who it did and did not want, and its sense of
its place in the international order. The United States, like other powers, monitored
how these messages were received, at least to the extent that reactions were thought
to harm its reputation or limit its freedom of action. From the nation’s founding into
the mid- to late nineteenth century, American self-projections along these lines
hinged on accounts of U.S. receptivity to European immigrants, especially those flee-
ing political oppression. Here the United States’ relative openness emerged as one ele-
ment in broader nationalist ideologies that heralded—to the world and to Americans
themselves—the United States’ universalism, cultural openness, and social mobility: it
demonstrated and stood in for the exceptionality of American freedom.63

In an era of nationalizing regimes, with nativists busy forging diverse Anglo-
American settler colonies into “white man’s countries” against a shared anvil of oriental-
ism, the rise of restriction did not in itself challenge the United States’ global legitimacy
with states that Americans cared about. Indeed, a state’s success in nationalizing its bor-
ders and policing its social integrity was, for many, itself a powerful index of global stand-
ing as a civilized state. But restriction also sparked tensions, particularly when it targeted
powerful migrants, stigmatized states through exceptional treatment, or cut off migrant
circuits that sending states relied upon for revenue. When U.S. immigration officials
tightened enforcement of anti-Chinese restriction laws in the early twentieth century, so
that previously admitted elites were barred, Chinese merchants, students, and activists
scandalized it. Anti-Japanese restriction was the paramount but non-exceptional case:
across the first half of the twentieth century, American racist nativism toward Japanese
migrants delegitimized the United States among many Japanese, ratcheting up tensions
with America’s principal inter-imperial rival in the Pacific. It did not help that by the
early twentieth century, news of a society’s decisions about its regimes of border control,
about who was deemed desirable and who undesirable, traveled with increasing speed
across thickening webs of transport and communication. U.S. boundary policies per-
ceived as illegitimate elsewhere in the world might undermine relations between the
United States and migrants’ sending states, particularly where those states proved un-
willing or unable to silence popular contestation on the issue.64

63 Marilyn C. Baseler, “Asylum for Mankind”: America, 1607–1800 (Ithaca, N.Y., 1998); Evan Taparata,
“No Asylum for Mankind: The Creation of Refugee Law and Policy in the United States, 1787–1924”
(Ph.D. diss., University of Minnesota, in progress). On American exceptionalism, see Daniel Rodgers,
“Exceptionalism,” in Anthony Molho and Gordon S. Wood, eds., Imagined Histories: American Historians
Interpret Their Past (Princeton, N.J., 1998), 21–40. In the case of immigration, exceptionalist ideologies
about the United States were constructed transnationally. See, for example, Nancy L. Green, “ Le Melting-
Pot: Made in America, Produced in France,” Journal of American History 86, no. 3 (1999): 1188–1208.

64 Lake and Reynolds, Drawing a Global Colour Line; Atkinson, The Burden of White Supremacy;
Kramer, “Imperial Openings”; Wong, China’s Anti-American Boycott Movement in 1905. On the interna-
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American policymakers proved most concerned about the politics of legitimacy in
contexts of global crisis and war, when a sense that the United States’ power, and

FIGURE 6: July 1924 photograph of Japanese demonstrators in Tokyo protesting against a new U.S. exclusion law
that abrogated the “Gentlemen’s Agreement” between the United States and Japan and unilaterally barred Jap-
anese immigration to the United States. Protesters’ signs call on the public to “Arouse National Awareness” and
criticize the “White Peril,” a slogan for Euro-American imperialism in Asia and a self-conscious echo of the
West’s anti-Asian “Yellow Peril.” The photograph’s original caption reads: “This is one of the gangs that invaded
the American section of Tokyo.” Protesters were, in other words, “invading” America from within Japan, chal-
lenging a law meant to prevent a Japanese “invasion” of the mainland U.S. Since the early twentieth century,
American diplomats, exporters, and missionaries had raised alarms about the implications of harassment, vio-
lence, and exclusion against Japanese immigrants in the U.S. for U.S.-Japan relations, American exports to Ja-
pan, and U.S. colonialism in Asia and the Pacific. These fears were realized in mass mobilizations against
Japanese exclusion, like this one, and widespread Japanese alienation with the United States in its wake. With
the rise of U.S. global power, concerns about the international legitimacy of U.S. migration controls and the pos-
sibility of consequential protests against them figured in many Americans’ calculations of the proper degrees and
methods of restriction. New York Daily News Archive/Getty Images. My thanks to Jordan Sand for these transla-
tions.

tional politics of Japanese restriction in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, see especially
Roger Daniels, The Politics of Prejudice: The Anti-Japanese Movement in California and the Struggle for
Japanese Exclusion (Berkeley, Calif., 1962); Hirobe, Japanese Pride, American Prejudice; Thomas A. Bai-
ley, Theodore Roosevelt and the Japanese American Crises: An Account of the International Complications
Arising from the Race Problem on the Pacific Coast (Stanford, Calif., 1934); Paul Gordon Lauren, Power
and Prejudice: The Politics and Diplomacy of Racial Discrimination (Boulder, Colo., 1988), chap. 3;
Masuda Hajimu, “Rumors of War: Immigration Disputes and the Social Construction of American-
Japanese Relations, 1905–1913,” Diplomatic History 33, no. 1 (2009): 1–37; William Michael Morgan,
“The Anti-Japanese Origins of the Hawaiian Annexation Treaty of 1897,” Diplomatic History 6, no. 4
(1982): 23–44. On the international “politics of humiliation” as a spur to protest against restriction, see
FitzGerald and Cook-Martin, Culling the Masses.
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even existence, might hinge on international “goodwill” could trump policymakers’
unilateral assertions of sovereignty.65 The ideal formula involved an enemy that politi-
cized American immigration policy (often coupling it with a broader critique of
American racism) toward a region that was simultaneously victimized by restriction,
critical to maintaining American power, and wavering in its alignments.66 In the
1930s, for example, when restrictionists attempted to shut the United States’ “back
door” in the Western Hemisphere, they were stymied not only by the voices of
growers unenthusiastic about a tightened market for Mexican labor, but also by U.S.
diplomats worried about what this would communicate to Latin Americans, to whom
the United States had recently promised to be a “Good Neighbor,” and among whom
European fascists were seeking a foothold. Most successful in launching claims
against American exclusion were Japan and the Soviet Union, both of which pos-
sessed formidable propaganda machines and official, deeply problematic identities as
anti-racist counter-empires.67 From the late 1940s through the mid-1960s, a nervous
sense of vacillating allies and unaligned polities that might be alienated by overly en-
thusiastic boundary control played a role in immigration policy debates at the highest
levels.68 In an era of decolonization, the question of precisely how much aggressive
boundary-making a would-be global hegemon could get away with became especially
salient. With skeptical publics in the decolonizing world in mind, the Hart-Celler Act
of 1965, which did away with racist national-origins quotas, was used as evidence of
the United States’ inclusionary, democratic ethos.69

Some American officials’ consideration of what foreigners had to say about how
the United States defined its boundaries aroused hostility. Migration controls were
the domain of sovereignty par excellence, a critical way that political communities de-
fined themselves and established whose voice counted. For some, foreign consultation
harked back to an earlier moment, when migration had been embedded in diplomatic
wrangling; now such talk broadcast a state’s weakness, with negative repercussions for
all policy arenas. It raised the specter of the United States becoming something other
than a nation-state: a distended polity that purchased its right to define itself, and per-
haps to exist, by surrendering elements of its sovereignty to outsiders.70 Criticism was

65 The more familiar case of these dynamics at work involves the international politics of Jim Crow.
See especially Mary L. Dudziak, Cold War Civil Rights: Race and the Image of American Democracy
(Princeton, N.J., 2002).

66 The “repeal” of Chinese exclusion during World War II is a paradigmatic example here. See espe-
cially Karen J. Leong, “Foreign Policy, National Identity, and Citizenship: The Roosevelt White House
and the Expediency of Repeal,” Journal of American Ethnic History 22, no. 4 (2003): 3–30.

67 On Japanese and Soviet uses of U.S. racism for propaganda purposes, see Sato Masaharu and Ba-
rak Kushner, “‘Negro Propaganda Operations’: Japan’s Short-Wave Radio Broadcasts for World War II
Black Americans,” Historical Journal of Film, Radio and Television 19, no. 1 (1999): 5–26; Meredith L.
Roman, Opposing Jim Crow: African Americans and the Soviet Indictment of U.S. Racism, 1928–1937 (Lin-
coln, Nebr., 2012).

68 Strikingly, concern for the impression that Americans’ treatment of foreigners might make extended
during World War II to German POWs in the United States. John C. Bonafilia, “‘Hospitality Is the Best
Form of Propaganda’: German Prisoners of War in Western Massachusetts, 1944–1946,” Historical Journal
of Massachusetts 44, no. 1 (2016): 44–75.

69 Lyndon B. Johnson, “Remarks at the Signing of the Immigration Bill, Liberty Island, New York,
October 3, 1965,” in Public Papers of the Presidents of the United States: Lyndon B. Johnson, 1965 (Wash-
ington, D.C., 1966), 1037–1040.

70 On sovereignty in U.S. immigration politics, see Cheryl Shanks, Immigration and the Politics of
American Sovereignty, 1890–1990 (Ann Arbor, Mich., 2001).
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particularly vehement when these outsiders were racialized others, as during protests
in China and Japan against U.S. restriction in the early twentieth century. Why should
Asians, Latin Americans, and Eastern Europeans, enfranchised merely by the United
States’ limited power, get a say? From this sovereigntist view, legitimacy acquired in
this manner, or perhaps in any form, was not worth it, a birthright of sociopolitical pu-
rity traded for geopolitical pottage. If the United States’ influence declined as a result
of the exclusion of migrants or its indifference or hostility to foreign voices, there
were more forceful ways to exercise dominion.

By the 1960s, the conjuncture of decolonization, Cold War pressure on the U.S.
racial state, and a growing attentiveness to “world opinion” on the part of the execu-
tive branch raised into sharp relief the need for both new policy and new legitimating
imagery. One solution was to recast the United States as the “nation of immigrants,”
defined by its unique openness to migrants and its track record of rags-to-riches up-
ward social mobility. This exceptionalist framing, underwritten by the mid-century
rise of a Euro-American immigrant middle class, lifted the status of immigrants by en-
folding them within America’s historic mission, even as it vindicated the nation that
purportedly welcomed them in ways that other nations did not.71

This coinage and its surrounding semantic field proved to be effective tools in the
hands of anti-restrictionist and social-justice activists in the United States in their bat-
tles against racialized ethnonationalism. But the concept also performed heavy ideo-
logical work for those defending the United States’ domestic and international status
quo. It conflated immigrants’ U.S.-directed mobility with their pursuit and achieve-
ment of political and economic freedom. It recast a long, intense history of restriction
as an anomaly, bracketing Asian exclusion in particular. (In 1959, when Senator John
F. Kennedy’s A Nation of Immigrants was first published, most migrants from Asia
had held U.S. naturalization rights for only seven years.) It minimized or erased the
world’s many other migrant destinations and those who had chosen them, and read
into migrants’ arrivals to the United States a popular valorization of American values,
even as it chalked up the newcomers’ accomplishments to U.S. institutions. It wove a
narrative of multicultural inclusion that did not include black freedom, and that cele-
brated European immigrants’ escape from hardship, poverty, and discrimination
through individualized pluck, labor, and thrift in ways that were made to serve reac-
tionary political purposes in an era of upheaval over racialized oppression.72

Popularized at home and abroad in an era of violent Cold War intervention by the
United States, “nation of immigrants” ideology forged a cross-national process into a
nationalist symbol of American universalism, morally fusing nation and globe: only a
nation that was this welcoming could be entrusted with the world. The outward sym-

71 On the term, see Donna R. Gabaccia, “Nations of Immigrants: Do Words Matter?,” The Pluralist 5,
no. 3 (2010): 5–31. On immigrant contributionism, with which the term is often associated, see Fleegler,
Ellis Island Nation; Diana Selig, Americans All: The Cultural Gifts Movement (Cambridge, Mass., 2008). On
the related history of mid-twentieth-century Euro-American whiteness, see Matthew Frye Jacobson, Roots
Too: White Ethnic Revival in Post–Civil Rights America (Cambridge, Mass., 2006). On mid-twentieth-century
U.S. immigration historian Oscar Handlin, who played a key role in advancing this formulation within U.S.
historical writing, see Alan M. Kraut, “Oscar Handlin and ‘the Idea That We Are a Nation of Immigrants,’”
Journal of American Ethnic History 32, no. 3 (2013): 26–36; Mae M. Ngai, “Oscar Handlin and Immigration
Policy Reform in the 1950s and 1960s,” ibid., 62–67; David A. Gerber, “What Did Oscar Handlin Mean in
the Opening Sentences of The Uprooted?,” Reviews in American History 41, no. 1 (2013): 1–11.

72 John F. Kennedy, A Nation of Immigrants (New York, 1959).
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bolic projection of the United States’ immigrant multitudes—especially as soldiers,
capitalists, and statesmen—might, it was thought, help American power present a
somewhat more familiar, less threatening face to its potential partners, its skeptics,
and its victims. By the mid- to late twentieth century, the term had emerged as both a
pillar of American nationalist exceptionalism and a compelling if contested metaphor
for the diverse globe over which the United States presumed authority: an unexcep-
tional imperial cosmopolitanism expressed in a distinctly American idiom.

AMONG THE MOST FREQUENTLY RECURRING linkages between immigration policy and
geopolitical concerns was the politics of enmity: the external or internal barring of mi-
grants regarded as threats to the United States as a national state and imperial power.
Usually gathered by historians under the label “nativism,” particularly for the nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries, these dynamics are helpfully reframed as a pow-
erful mode of nationalist enmity, among and interacting with other modes. From
state-level bars on black mobility in the early nineteenth century to the early-twenty-
first-century targeting of migrants believed to have affiliations with terrorism, the poli-
tics of enmity was built into American boundary regimes, simultaneously defining a
normative inner moral and political space and a threatening outer world and seeking
to police the elusive borderline between them.73 At least until the mid-twentieth cen-
tury, rigid demarcations between types of enmity were not usually meaningful to U.S.
nativists. For example, no precise line defined where racialized enmity left off and
ideological enmity began. The “yellow peril”—the exceptionalizing Euro-American
slogan for threatening Asian states and migrants—lay at the core of the United States’
racialized geopolitics in the early twentieth century, casting a long shadow into the
Cold War, as in talk of the Soviet Union’s “Asiatic” despotism or invading “hordes”
pouring out of Communist Asia.74 Until the 1960s (and for many, long after), Euro-

73 Themes of nativism and proximate categories (especially racial restriction and exclusion) are in-
separable from the general history of U.S. immigration politics and policy, and are a significant feature
in the literature as a whole. For works that deal centrally with nativism and race in U.S. immigration poli-
tics, see Higham, Strangers in the Land; Ngai, Impossible Subjects; Anbinder, Nativism and Slavery; Mat-
thew Frye Jacobson, Whiteness of a Different Color: European Immigrants and the Alchemy of Race
(Cambridge, Mass., 1999); Jacobson, Barbarian Virtues: The United States Encounters Foreign Peoples at
Home and Abroad, 1876–1917 (New York, 2000); Natalia Molina, How Race Is Made in America: Immi-
gration, Citizenship, and the Historical Power of Racial Scripts (Berkeley, Calif., 2014); Bill Ong Hing,
Defining America through Immigration Policy (Philadelphia, 2004); Lee, At America’s Gates; Jeanne D.
Petit, The Men and Women We Want: Gender, Race, and the Progressive Era Literacy Test Debate (Roches-
ter, N.Y., 2010).

74 On the “yellow peril,” see the extensive literature on anti-Asian exclusion culture and politics, in-
cluding Lee, At America’s Gates; John Kuo Wei Tchen, New York before Chinatown: Orientalism and the
Shaping of American Culture, 1776–1882 (Baltimore, 1999); Mary Ting Yi Lui, The Chinatown Trunk Mys-
tery: Murder, Miscegenation and Other Dangerous Encounters in Turn-of-the-Century New York City
(Princeton, N.J., 2007); Krystyn R. Moon, Yellowface: Creating the Chinese in American Popular Music
and Performance, 1850s–1920s (New Brunswick, N.J., 2005); Robert G. Lee, Orientals: Asian Americans
in Popular Culture (Philadelphia, 1999); Colleen Lye, America’s Asia: Racial Form and American Litera-
ture, 1893–1945 (Princeton, N.J., 2005); Baldoz, The Third Asiatic Invasion. The term “yellow peril” is
tied to the rise of the Japanese Empire and its relationship to anxieties about Asian immigration. See es-
pecially Roger Daniels, The Politics of Prejudice: The Anti-Japanese Movement in California and the Strug-
gle for Japanese Exclusion, 2nd ed. (Berkeley, Calif., 1999). On broader, hemispheric dimensions of
“yellow peril” politics, see Eiichiro Azuma, “Japanese Immigrant Settler Colonialism in the U.S.-
Mexican Borderlands and the U.S. Racial-Imperialist Politics of the Hemispheric ‘Yellow Peril,’” Pacific

424 Paul A. Kramer

AMERICAN HISTORICAL REVIEW APRIL 2018

Downloaded from https://academic.oup.com/ahr/article-abstract/123/2/393/4958230
by Divinity Library, Vanderbilt University user
on 06 April 2018



American supremacy and sociopolitical order were virtually synonymous, while racial-
ized others were understood to have intractable affinities for politics that challenged
hegemonic states and the rule of capital. Japanese, Italian, and Jewish migrants, for
example, were all, at different times and in different ways, invested with inherent an-
archy.75 Presumptions of migrants’ unbreakable loyalty to their home states (rein-
forced by Asians’ ineligibility for naturalization in the United States), of political ho-
mogeneity within social groups, of the need to purify the United States as a moral-
political space of externalizable others or to contain their presence within—these
were the signs of enmity at work. Its chief technologies were surveillance, confine-
ment, and deportation.76

Arguably the first groups regarded as migrant enemies were African-descended
peoples, free and enslaved. In the late eighteenth century, many northern states passed
laws barring or penalizing the slave trade; some contained anti-slavery premises—
enslaved peoples entering state territory would be freed—even as these laws also sought
to prevent the in-migration of black people in and of itself.77 In the early to mid-
nineteenth century, midwestern territories and states passed a variety of laws either
prohibiting the entry of free black migrants or requiring from them certificates of free-
dom, official registration, or costly bonds as security against their becoming public
charges. These laws were not consistently enforced, but they communicated unequivo-
cally how and against whom these regions sought to protect their borders.78

Historical Review 83, no. 2 (2014): 255–276; Erika Lee, “The ‘Yellow Peril’ and Asian Exclusion in the
Americas,” Pacific Historical Review 76, no. 4 (2007): 537–562. On the transformation of “yellow peril”
discourse during the Cold War, see Hsu, The Good Immigrants; Ellen D. Wu, The Color of Success: Asian
Americans and the Origins of the Model Minority (Princeton, N.J., 2015); Cindy I-Fen Cheng, Citizens of
Asian America: Democracy and Race during the Cold War (New York, 2014). On the role of “yellow peril”
fears in Cold War politics, see Matthew Jones, “A ‘Segregated’ Asia? Race, the Bandung Conference,
and Pan-Asianist Fears in American Thought and Policy, 1954–1955,” Diplomatic History 29, no. 5
(2005): 841–868.

75 On the radicalism, see Higham, Strangers in the Land; William Preston Jr., Aliens and Dissenters:
Federal Suppression of Radicals, 1903–1933 (Cambridge, Mass., 1963); Moon-Ho Jung, “Seditious Sub-
jects: Race, State Violence, and U.S. Empire,” Journal of Asian American Studies 14, no. 2 (2011): 221–
247. On exclusion for political beliefs, see Nathaniel Hong, “The Origin of American Legislation to
Exclude and Deport Aliens for Their Political Beliefs, and Its Initial Review by the Courts,” Journal of
Ethnic Studies 18, no. 2 (1990): 1–36. On anti-anarchism specifically, see Alexander Noonan, “‘What
Must Be the Answer of the United States to Such a Proposition?’ Anarchist Exclusion and National
Security in the United States, 1887–1903,” Journal of American Studies 50, no. 2 (2016): 347–376; Mary S.
Barton, “The Global War on Anarchism: The United States and International Anarchist Terrorism,
1898–1904,” Diplomatic History 39, no. 2 (2015): 303–330.

76 On U.S. deportation policy, see Hester, Deportation; Torrie Hester, “Deportability and the Car-
ceral State,” Journal of American History 102, no. 1 (2015): 141–151; Hester, “‘Protection, Not Punish-
ment’: Legislative and Judicial Formation of U.S. Deportation Policy, 1882–1904,” Journal of American
Ethnic History 30, no. 1 (2010): 11–36; Moloney, National Insecurities; Daniel Kanstroom, Deportation
Nation: Outsiders in American History (Cambridge, Mass., 2007); Adam S. I. Goodman, “Mexican
Migrants and the Rise of the Deportation Regime, 1942–2014” (Ph.D. diss., University of Pennsylvania,
2015); Francisco E. Balderrama and Raymond Rodrı́guez, Decade of Betrayal: Mexican Repatriation in
the 1930s (Albuquerque, N.Mex., 1995).

77 Henry W. Farnam, Chapters in the History of Social Legislation in the United States to 1860, ed.
Clive Day (Washington, D.C., 1938), 218–220.

78 On antebellum laws penalizing or prohibiting African Americans’ migration in northern states and
territories, see Leon F. Litwack, North of Slavery: The Negro in the Free States, 1790–1860 (Chicago,
1961); Parker, Making Foreigners, chap. 4; Kunal M. Parker, “State, Citizenship, and Territory: The Legal
Construction of Immigrants in Antebellum Massachusetts,” Law and History Review 19, no. 3 (2001):
583–643. For black migration and freedom in the Civil War era, see Chandra Manning, Troubled Refuge:
Struggling for Freedom in the Civil War (New York, 2016); Leslie A. Schwalm, “‘Overrun with Free
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In the antebellum South, whites’ fears of free blacks, whose very existence under-
cut naturalizing justifications for slavery, were especially pronounced. Southern states
barred their entry and presence. Black sailors—connected in theory and practice to
circulating abolitionist ideas as they moved through Atlantic seaports—were seen as
particularly threatening to slavery and racial order. Beginning with South Carolina in
1822, eight southern states passed “Negro Seamen Acts” aimed at preventing contact
between black sailors serving on merchant vessels and local slaves; upon a ship’s ar-
rival, black seamen were to be imprisoned onboard the vessel (which was to be an-

FIGURE 7: This 1882 cartoon in Puck shows the building of a wall to bar the entry of Chinese immigrants by ste-
reotypically depicted European immigrant and African American laborers with the building blocks of “competi-
tion,” “jealousy,” and “law against race,” among others, while across the sea, the people of China knock down
their own barriers to U.S. exports. The image simultaneously satirizes the participation of immigrants and racial-
ized subjects in anti-Chinese nativist agitation, and contrasts the United States’ insistence on an “open door” for
U.S. trade goods in China with its soon-to-be closed door to most Chinese migrants. Imagery of potentially dan-
gerous “floods” of immigrants, and walls and barricades as the only protection against them, was characteristic of
the geopolitics of enmity: the treatment of some or all immigrants as threats to the nation’s security, Americans’
well-being, or the United States’ racial, cultural, and moral integrity. The framing of immigrants as enemies, and
policies derived from this framing, were especially powerful during actual and metaphorical wars, with their at-
tendant state-building, friend/enemy distinctions, and fears of internal subversion by outside adversaries. Those
who challenged enmity politics in U.S. immigration control often did so by recasting its polarizing oppositions
and barriers to mobility as counterproductive when it came to the global projection of American power, alienat-
ing potential allies and preventing the immigration to the United States of workers, experts, entrepreneurs, and
investors needed to assert the United States’ dominance and undercut its “actual” enemies. “The anti-Chinese
wall—The American wall goes up as the Chinese original goes down.” Chromolithograph, editorial cartoon by F.
Graetz, from Puck 11, no. 264 (March 29, 1882): 56–57. Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division,
Washington, D.C., LC-USZC4-4138.

Negroes’: Emancipation and Wartime Migration in the Upper Midwest,” Civil War History 50, no. 2
(2004): 145–174; V. Jacque Voegeli, Free but Not Equal: The Midwest and the Negro during the Civil War
(Chicago, 1967); Voegeli, “A Rejected Alternative: Union Policy and the Relocation of Southern ‘Con-
trabands’ at the Dawn of Emancipation,” Journal of Southern History 69, no. 4 (2003): 765–790.
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chored far from shore), bonded, and barred from landing.79 While not typically in-
cluded in U.S. immigration historiography for a number of reasons—a traditional fo-
cus on post–Civil War developments; on national rather than state controls; on mi-
grants from Europe, Asia, and Latin America; and on voluntary movement as an
unacknowledged definitional feature of “immigration,” especially—these efforts to re-
strict black mobility and the ideologies of black foreignness that underwrote them are
key early examples of the institutionalized practice of racialized security against mi-
grating enemies.80

In these cases and others, the strongest early definitions of which immigrants rep-
resented enemies of the state were those of a racialized, Protestant-dominated repub-
lican society: Catholics, whose presumed religio-political allegiances denied them the
freedom of conscience required for U.S. citizenship; contract laborers, believed to un-
dercut native-born workers’ struggles with employers over the terms of exploitation;
and Chinese migrants, said to pose both an economic threat to American workers and
a moral and civilizational peril to a whitening nation. By the early twentieth century,
these groups were joined by new enemies, social threats at the boundaries of an emer-
gent welfare state, whose modernist eugenic politics defined as other and sought to re-
strict those deemed physically or morally unsuited to the rigors of unbridled capital-
ism. An increasingly biopolitical state recast the poor and disabled as social enemies
whose presence sapped the nation’s power.81 In U.S. immigration policy, the versatile

79 On Negro Seamen laws, see Michael A. Schoeppner, “Status across Borders: Roger Taney, Black
British Subjects, and a Diplomatic Antecedent to the Dred Scott Decision,” Journal of American History
100, no. 1 (2013): 46–67; Schoeppner, “Navigating the Dangerous Atlantic: Racial Quarantines, Black
Sailors and United States Constitutionalism” (Ph.D. diss., University of Florida, 2010), chap. 9; Edward
Rugemer, Slave Law and the Politics of Resistance in the Early Atlantic World (Cambridge, Mass., forth-
coming); Rugemer, The Problem of Emancipation: The Caribbean Roots of the American Civil War (Baton
Rouge, La., 2008), 81–92; Anna O. Law, “Lunatics, Idiots, Paupers, and Negro Seamen—Immigration
Federalism and the Early American State,” Studies in American Political Development 28, no. 2 (2014):
107–128, here 122–124; Jacki Hedlund Tyler, “The Unwanted Sailor: Exclusions of Black Sailors in the
Pacific Northwest and the Atlantic Southeast,” Oregon Historical Quarterly 117, no. 4 (2016): 506–535.

80 On “internal foreignness,” see Parker, Making Foreigners; Parker, “Citizenship and Immigration
Law.”

81 On biopolitical enmity in U.S. immigration politics, discussed in the scholarship on public health,
medical inspection, and eugenics, see Alan M. Kraut, Silent Travelers: Germs, Genes, and the “Immigrant
Menace” (Baltimore, 1995); Kraut, “Foreign Bodies: The Perennial Negotiation over Health and Culture
in a Nation of Immigrants,” Journal of American Ethnic History 23, no. 2 (2004): 3–22; Amy L. Fairchild,
Science at the Borders: Immigrant Medical Inspection and the Shaping of the Modern Industrial Labor Force
(Baltimore, 2003); Fairchild, “The Rise and Fall of the Medical Gaze: The Political Economy of Immi-
grant Medical Inspection in Modern America,” Science in Context 19, no. 3 (2006): 337–356; Douglas C.
Baynton, “Defectives in the Land: Disability and American Immigration Policy, 1882–1924,” Journal of
American Ethnic History 24, no. 3 (2005): 31–44; Amy Fairchild, “Comment: Historicizing the Notion of
Disability,” ibid., 45–48; Emily K. Abel, Tuberculosis and the Politics of Exclusion: A History of Public
Health and Migration to Los Angeles (New Brunswick, N.J., 2007); Abel, “From Exclusion to Expulsion:
Mexicans and Tuberculosis Control in Los Angeles, 1914–1940,” Bulletin of the History of Medicine 77,
no. 4 (2003): 823–849; Alexandra Minna Stern, “Buildings, Boundaries, and Blood: Medicalization and
Nation-Building on the U.S.-Mexico Border, 1910–1930,” Hispanic American Historical Review 79, no. 1
(1999): 41–81; Natalia Molina, Fit to Be Citizens? Public Health and Race in Los Angeles, 1879–1939
(Berkeley, Calif., 2006); Nayan Shah, Contagious Divides: Epidemics and Race in San Francisco’s China-
town (Berkeley, Calif., 2001); Robert Barde, “Prelude to the Plague: Public Health and Politics at Ameri-
ca’s Pacific Gateway, 1899,” Journal of the History of Medicine and Allied Sciences 58, no. 2 (2003): 153–
186; Miriam King and Steven Ruggles, “American Immigration, Fertility, and Race Suicide at the Turn
of the Century,” Journal of Interdisciplinary History 20, no. 3 (1990): 347–369; Howard Markel and Alex-
andra Minna Stern, “The Foreignness of Germs: The Persistent Association of Immigrants and Disease
in American Society,” Milbank Quarterly 80, no. 4 (2002): 757–788; Markel and Stern, “Which Face?
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“liable to become a public charge” provision, inaugurated in the late nineteenth cen-
tury, was the chief manifestation of the new productionist enmity.82

Normative conceptions of gendered and sexual order lay at the heart of migration-
related enmity, beginning at least as early as the 1875 Page Law—the first restrictive
federal immigration law, which outlawed the migration of Asian women presumed
to be contracted sex workers—and continuing through restrictions on gay migrants
and feverish political discourse on freeloading immigrant mothers who might give
birth to rights-bearing “anchor babies” on American soil. A morally and spatially bound-
ed United States was ideologically produced against and through the specter of immi-
grants who undermined gendered moral distinctions even as their mobility challenged
territorial ones: the corrupting, hypersexual Asian prostitute; the over-reproducing
mother; the predatory pimp; the welfare-dependent family and child; and the sexually
deviant bachelor community, for example. In policy formation, administrative prac-
tice, and ideological framing, there were strong—often overwhelming—elective affini-
ties between belonging to the wrong kinds of families and to problematic races. While
such negative figures constituted outer moral perimeters, idealized conceptions of civi-
lized immigrant families—small, straight, patriarchal, nuclear, thrifty, and laboring in
the right ways—provided affirmative disciplinary guides; these were built into “family
reunification” policies, which became more central to U.S. immigration control from
the mid-twentieth century forward. (The term “reunification” belied these policies’
role in defining and structuring families—ruling some in and others out—rather than
simply reuniting them.) Gendered immigration controls and migrant-focused gender
ideologies sent resonant signals about enemies and friends deep into American civil
society and out into the rest of the world. Their variations, recurrences, and continui-
ties over time make it clear that modern immigration politics were and are, at their
core, about the prospects and limits of national self-reproduction across time, a par-
ticularly fraught question in the face of new types and intensities of globalizing in-
teraction.83

It was in the twentieth century that the alignment of the U.S. state’s patterns of

Whose Nation? Immigration, Public Health, and the Construction of Disease at America’s Ports and
Borders, 1891–1928,” American Behavioral Scientist 42, no. 9 (1999): 1314–1331; JoAnna Poblete, “The
S.S. Mongolia Incident: Medical Politics and Filipino Colonial Migration in Hawai‘i,” Pacific Historical
Review 82, no. 2 (2013): 248–278. The biopolitics of immigration were highly gendered, with immigrant
women especially suspect around questions of “dependency,” immorality, and the reproduction of “infe-
riors.” See especially Gardner, The Qualities of a Citizen; George Anthony Peffer, If They Don’t Bring
Their Women Here: Chinese Female Immigration before Exclusion (Urbana, Ill., 1999).

82 On “public charge” provisions in U.S. immigration law and policy, see Gardner, The Qualities of a
Citizen; Moloney, “Women, Sexual Morality, and Economic Dependency in Early U.S. Deportation Poli-
cy”; Evans, “‘Likely to Become a Public Charge.’” These provisions played a major role in the exclusion
of escapees from Nazi Germany; see Bat-Ami Zucker, “Frances Perkins and the German-Jewish Refu-
gees, 1933–1940,” American Jewish History 89, no. 1 (2001): 35–59.

83 On gender-normative features of U.S. immigration policy, see, for example, Gardner, The Qualities of
a Citizen; Peffer, If They Don’t Bring Their Women Here. On “family unity,” see Yuki Oda, “Family Unity in
U.S. Immigration Policy, 1921–1978” (Ph.D. diss., Columbia University, 2014). On heteronormative and anti-
homosexual dimensions of U.S. immigration policy, see Eithne Luibhéid, Entry Denied: Controlling Sexuality at
the Border (Minneapolis, 2002), especially chap. 1; Eithne Luibhéid and Lionel Cantú Jr., Queer Migrations:
Sexuality, U.S. Citizenship, and Border Crossings (Minneapolis, 2005); Margot Canaday, The Straight State: Sex-
uality and Citizenship in Twentieth-Century America (Princeton, N.J., 2011), especially chaps. 1 and 6; Julio
Capó Jr., “Queering Mariel: Mediating Cold War Foreign Policy and U.S. Citizenship among Cuba’s Homo-
sexual Exile Community, 1978–1994,” Journal of American Ethnic History 29, no. 4 (2010): 78–106.
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enmity and friendship became imprinted most strongly on its immigration regimes:
the suppression of German Americans during World War I, which abruptly re-forged
the exemplary immigrant into the “enemy alien”; the mass incarceration of people of
Japanese descent during World War II, which nationalized and militarized longstand-
ing racial cleavages that were inseparable from four decades of inter-imperial rivalry;
and the barring of those with real or imagined communist associations during the
Cold War. The strongest impetus for the intensification of enmity politics during this
period was war: actual war, metaphorical war, and their myriad crossings. State at-
tempts to mobilize for war sharpened boundary lines from both above and below and
politicized loyalty, rendering suspect those believed to possess foreign connections or
allegiances. It meant grappling with the frustrating, always incomplete nationalization
of the U.S. population in the futile pursuit of a perfect match between territory, com-
munity, and allegiance. War-induced divisions could break along existing fractures, as
with Japanese incarceration, or break new ground: at these moments, immigrants
were recast as infiltrators, and boundaries between ethnicity, nationality, and loyalty
were subjected to intense pressure and often collapsed.84

The wartime incorporation of enmity into migration controls sent forceful directives
out into American society about the community under siege, the nature of the threats,
and the state that could secure the former from the latter, as during the twentieth cen-
tury’s Red Scares and the early twenty-first century’s “war on terror.”85 While closely

84 On World War I and the persecution of German Americans, see, for example, Frederick C.
Luebke, Bonds of Loyalty: German-Americans and World War I (DeKalb, Ill., 1974); Christopher Cappoz-
zola, Uncle Sam Wants You: World War I and the Making of the Modern American Citizen (New York,
2010), chap. 6. On Japanese Americans as “enemy aliens” during World War II and their wartime incar-
ceration, see Roger Daniels, Prisoners without Trial: Japanese Americans in World War II, revised ed.
(New York, 2004); Eric L. Muller, American Inquisition: The Hunt for Japanese American Disloyalty in
World War II (Chapel Hill, N.C., 2007); Brian Masaru Hayashi, Democratizing the Enemy: The Japanese
American Internment (Princeton, N.J., 2010); John Howard, Concentration Camps on the Home Front:
Japanese Americans in the House of Jim Crow (New York, 2009); Greg Robinson, A Tragedy of Democ-
racy: Japanese Confinement in North America (New York, 2009); Robinson, By Order of the President:
FDR and the Internment of Japanese Americans (Cambridge, Mass., 2003); Charles McClain, ed., The
Mass Internment of Japanese Americans and the Quest for Legal Redress (New York, 1994); Roger Dan-
iels, Sandra C. Taylor, and Harry H. L. Kitano, eds., Japanese Americans, from Relocation to Redress, re-
vised ed. (Seattle, Wash., 1991); Kay Saunders and Roger Daniels, Alien Justice: Wartime Internment in
Australia and North America (St. Lucia, Qld., 2000). On German Americans and Italian Americans as
“enemy aliens” during World War II, see Stephen Fox, America’s Invisible Gulag: A Biography of German
American Internment and Exclusion in World War II (New York, 2000); Arnold Krammer, Undue Process:
The Untold Story of America’s German Alien Internees (Lanham, Md., 1997); Stephen C. Fox, “General
John DeWitt and the Proposed Internment of German and Italian Aliens during World War II,” Pacific
Historical Review 57, no. 4 (1988): 407–438; Lawrence DiStasi, ed., Una storia segreta: The Secret History
of Italian American Evacuation and Internment during World War II (Berkeley, Calif., 2001); Gloria Ricci
Lothrop, “Unwelcome in Freedom’s Land: The Impact of World War II on Italian Aliens in Southern
California,” Southern California Quarterly 81, no. 4 (1999): 507–544; Dan A. D’Amelio, “A Season of
Panic: The Internments of World War II,” Italian Americana 17, no. 2 (1999): 147–162; Stephen Fox,
The Unknown Internment: An Oral History of the Relocation of Italian Americans during World War II
(Boston, 1990); Louis Fiset, “Return to Sender: U.S. Censorship of Enemy Alien Mail in World War II,”
Prologue 33, no. 1 (2001): 21–35; Karen L. Riley, Schools behind Barbed Wire: The Untold Story of War-
time Internment and the Children of Arrested Enemy Aliens (Lanham, Md., 2002). On the Cold War and
the impact of anti-communist politics on immigration policy, see Tichenor, Dividing Lines, chap. 7; Ngai,
Impossible Subjects, chap. 6; Daniels, Guarding the Golden Door, chap. 6; Divine, American Immigration
Policy, chap. 9; Bon Tempo, Americans at the Gate; Michael Gill Davis, “The Cold War, Refugees, and
U.S. Immigration Policy 1952–1965” (Ph.D. diss., Vanderbilt University, 1996).

85 On the politics of enmity in post-9/11 U.S. immigration policy, policing, civil society, and culture,
see, for example, Arun Kundnani, The Muslims Are Coming! Islamophobia, Extremism, and the Domestic
War on Terror (London, 2014); Evelyn Alsultany, Arabs and Muslims in the Media: Race and Representa-
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tied to nationalist projects, enmity regimes were sometimes transnational in scope, en-
terprises in what might be called collaborative enmity. Multinational restriction projects
tied to larger geopolitical alignments characterized, for example, U.S. and Canadian ef-
forts to control East Asian migration to the Pacific Northwest, cooperation between
U.S. officials and British imperial authorities to suppress radical Indian anticolonialists
in the United States, U.S. and Latin American coordination of anti-Japanese policies
during World War II, and early-twenty-first-century multilateral efforts to bar the inter-
state mobility of “terrorists,” however the states involved chose to define that term.86

Enmity regimes could prove complicated to create and enforce. Distinguishing ad-
missible from inadmissible Asians or charting the tangled political careers of suspect
Eastern Europeans preoccupied legions of American bureaucrats.87 They also
aroused numerous opponents, especially among those who found themselves, their
communities, or their allies on the wrong side of hardening lines. Some argued that
particular manifestations of enmity politics undermined defining American values,
such as traditions of civil liberties and refuge for the politically oppressed. Especially
from the mid-twentieth century forward, immigrant communities countered racialized
enmity by separating it from other divisions (especially ideological ones) that were
embraced: there were, they argued, immigrants whose political beliefs made them de-
serving of suppression or expulsion, but they should not be mistaken for “our” com-
munity. (It generally proved more difficult to challenge dominant notions of the en-
emy than to raise the question of whether the right means were being used to fight
them, or whether the right individuals were being targeted.) In these contexts, U.S.
policy gave rise to its own variant of vindication politics, as racially marginalized and
excluded groups burnished U.S. nationalist or anti-communist credentials—the har-
rowing “I am an American” sign in the Japanese American grocer’s window, for
example—both challenging and redrawing lines of enmity.88

tion after 9/11 (New York, 2012); Deepa Kumar, Islamophobia and the Politics of Empire (Chicago,
2012), especially chaps. 8–10; Lori Peek, Behind the Backlash: Muslim Americans after 9/11 (Philadelphia,
2011); Anny Bakalian and Mehdi Bozorgmehr, Backlash 9/11: Middle Eastern and Muslim Americans
Respond (Berkeley, Calif., 2009); Katherine Pratt Ewing, ed., Being and Belonging: Muslims in the United
States since 9/11 (New York, 2008); Amaney Jamal and Nadine Naber, eds., Race and Arab Americans be-
fore and after 9/11: From Invisible Citizens to Visible Subjects (Syracuse, N.Y., 2007); Deepa Fernandes,
Targeted: Homeland Security and the Business of Immigration (New York, 2007); Tram Nguyen, We Are
All Suspects Now: Untold Stories from Immigrant Communities after 9/11 (Boston, 2005).

86 On Anglo-American exclusion in the Pacific Northwest, see Chang, Pacific Connections. On the
surveillance of Indian nationalists in the U.S., see Sohi, Echoes of Mutiny. On U.S.–Latin American col-
laboration during World War II, see Max Paul Friedman, Nazis and Good Neighbors: The United States
Campaign against the Germans of Latin American in World War II (Cambridge, 2003); Stephen Fox, “The
Deportation of Latin American Germans, 1941–47: Fresh Legs for Mr. Monroe’s Doctrine,” Yearbook of
German-American Studies 32 (1997): 117–142. On Japanese internment in a Western Hemisphere con-
text, see Robinson, A Tragedy of Democracy.

87 On the ritualized bureaucratic mechanics of identity determination, see Adam McKeown,
“Ritualization of Regulation: The Enforcement of Chinese Exclusion in the United States and China,”
American Historical Review 108, no. 2 (April 2003): 377–403. On tensions over refugee processing, see
Bon Tempo, Americans at the Gate. These tensions unfolded within the larger consolidation of regimes
of individual identification and documentation. See John Torpey, The Invention of the Passport: Surveil-
lance, Citizenship, and the State (Cambridge, 2000); Jane Caplan and John Torpey, eds., Documenting
Individual Identity: The Development of State Practices in the Modern World (Princeton, N.J., 2001); Rob-
ertson, The Passport in America; Anna Pegler-Gordon, In Sight of America: Photography and the Develop-
ment of U.S. Immigration Policy (Berkeley, Calif., 2009).

88 On Chinese Americans’ and Japanese Americans’ efforts to demonstrate their patriotism and loy-
alty to the U.S. during World War II, for example, see K. Scott Wong, Americans First: Chinese Ameri-
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Some opponents argued along instrumentalist lines that registering enmity im-
properly in U.S. immigration policy would harm more than help the extension of
American global power, preventing the entry of migrants needed to diffuse American
products, forms, and influence, or whose skilled labor was needed in the United
States; overly tight restriction might also alienate both elites and mobilized publics in
countries whose allegiance the United States was seeking. In the years following the
9/11 attacks, for example, one of the dominant arguments against the aggressive state
targeting of Muslims, Arabs, and South Asians in the United States for surveillance,
arrest, and deportation held that it was counterproductive when it came to the “war
on terror,” feeding terrorist propaganda and alienating those most needed to report
on the enemies presumed to be lurking in their midst. Whatever overzealous racial-
ized restriction meant for its victims, it was bad for American power. It was also ar-
gued that such haphazard racialized suppression would drive skilled, highly educated
knowledge workers to more hospitable and less paranoid technological centers out-
side the United States. Where desirable migrants had choices, the United States’
losses through indiscriminate enmity would be other powers’ gain.89 The opposing
policies and arguments in contention here—for closure and opening—turned equally
on the projection of American power as an uncomplicated good.

COMPLEMENTING THE GEOPOLITICS OF ENMITY was the geopolitics of refuge, the entan-
glement of U.S. interests with determinations of who deserved protection in the
United States. The survival of many migrants hinged upon the question of whose dan-
ger, and what kinds, ought to count when it came to admission to the United States.
Especially since the mid-twentieth century, granting refuge had been understood by
many U.S. policymakers to be a matter of foreign policy interest and messaging.
Declaring a migrant population worthy of refuge meant identifying their state of ori-
gin as oppressive: this was advantageous where this designation overlapped with exist-
ing geopolitical antagonisms, but inconvenient when it came to states with which the
United States had valued commercial, political, or military ties. Indeed, when mi-
grants fleeing regimes the United States supported pressed for asylum, it raised un-
comfortable questions about American complicity in the very “push factors”—
poverty, oppression, and ecological spoliation, among others—that had made mi-
grants’ lives difficult or impossible where they were.

The granting and withholding of refuge could be harnessed for ideological pur-
poses. When refugees fled U.S. enemies bound for America, it provided occasion for
officials and commentators to elaborate on the horrors of their troubled homelands,
while broadcasting to the world the direction oppressed humanity marched when it
got to vote with its feet. Refugee policy also educated American communities about
their place in the world, about the kind of power the United States was and should be,
about the proper relationship between national self-interest and humanitarian obliga-

cans and the Second World War (Cambridge, Mass., 2005); Eric L. Muller, Free to Die for Their Country:
The Story of the Japanese American Draft Resisters in World War II (Chicago, 2003).

89 Similar laments were frequently advanced when it came to the exclusion of international students
from the United States. See Kramer, “Is the World Our Campus?”
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tion, and about where the fault lines of friendship and enmity lay. Among other
things, discourses about refugees sought to transmute any U.S. role in the violence
that had uprooted refugees into selfless benevolence toward the dispossessed, for
which their open-ended gratitude was owed.90

Initially, the United States’ status as a safe haven for the politically persecuted was
a point of exceptionalist pride, despite many Americans’ fear of imported radical-
ism.91 But in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the U.S. adopted only
a very limited policy when it came to admitting those facing oppression, such as ex-
emption from the 1917 literacy test for those escaping religious or political persecu-
tion.92 An increasingly harsh restrictionist political climate was infused, particularly
during and after World War I, with a volatile anti-radicalism that recast escapees
from persecution as a threat to the United States’ racial, religious, and political integ-
rity, mirroring the oppressive conditions European refugees sought to escape. During

90 The politicizing of refugee politics along Cold War polarities is the most extensively researched
subject at the intersection of immigration policy and U.S. foreign relations history. For foundational
works in this field, see Bon Tempo, Americans at the Gate; Loescher and Scanlan, Calculated Kindness;
Koehn, Refugees from Revolution; Zucker and Zucker, “From Immigration to Refugee Redefinition”;
Teitelbaum, “Immigration, Refugees, and Foreign Policy”; Aristide R. Zolberg, “The Roots of American
Refugee Policy,” Social Research 55, no. 4 (1988): 649–678; Tara Zahra, The Great Departure: Mass
Migration from Eastern Europe and the Making of the Free World (New York, 2016). On Cold War politics
and East Asian refugee migration, see Hsu, The Good Immigrants; Arissa H. Oh, To Save the Children of
Korea: The Cold War Origins of International Adoption (Stanford, Calif., 2015); Michael G. Davis,
“Impetus for Immigration Reform: Asian Refugees and the Cold War,” Journal of American–East Asian
Relations 7, no. 3–4 (1998): 127–156; Davis, “The Cold War, Refugees, and U.S. Immigration Policy.”
On attempts to encourage escape from Communist Bloc countries in Europe and to mobilize anti-
communist refugees, see Susan L. Carruthers, “Between Camps: Eastern Bloc ‘Escapees’ and Cold War
Borderlands,” American Quarterly 57, no. 3 (2005): 911–942; Simo Mikkonen, “Exploiting the Exiles:
Soviet Émigrés in U.S. Cold War Strategy,” Journal of Cold War Studies 14, no. 2 (2012): 98–127. On
U.S. programs to aid and mobilize Cuban anti-communist refugee communities, see Marı́a Cristina Gar-
cı́a, Havana USA: Cuban Exiles and Cuban Americans in South Florida, 1959–1994 (Berkeley, Calif.,
1996); Felix Roberto Masud-Piloto, From Welcomed Exiles to Illegal Immigrants: Cuban Migration to the
U.S., 1959–1995 (Lanham, Md., 1996); John Scanlan and Gilburt Loescher, “U.S. Foreign Policy, 1959–
80: Impact on Refugee Flow from Cuba,” Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science
467, no. 1 (1983): 116–137. On the politics of Vietnamese refugee relocation, see Yen Le Espiritu, Body
Counts: The Vietnam War and Militarized Refugees (Berkeley, Calif., 2014); Sucheng Chan, “Politics and
the Indochinese Refugee Exodus, 1976–1997,” in Chan, ed., Remapping Asian American History (Lan-
ham, Md., 2003), 171–222; Heather Marie Stur, “‘Hiding behind the Humanitarian Label’: Refugees,
Repatriates, and the Rebuilding of America’s Benevolent Image after the Vietnam War,” Diplomatic
History 39, no. 2 (2015): 223–244; Jana K. Lipman, “‘Give Us a Ship’: The Vietnamese Repatriate Move-
ment on Guam, 1975,” American Quarterly 64, no. 1 (2012): 1–31; Sam C. Vong, “Compassion Politics:
The History of Indochinese Refugees and the Transnational Networks of Care, 1975–1994” (Ph.D. diss.,
Yale University, 2013). On refugee resettlement’s role in asserting a politics of gratitude to erase U.S. re-
sponsibility, see Espiritu, Body Counts; Yen Le Espiritu, “Militarized Refuge: A Critical Rereading of
Vietnamese Flight to the United States,” in Janet Hoskins and Viet Thanh Nguyen, eds., Transpacific
Studies: Framing an Emerging Field (Honolulu, 2014), 201–224; Mimi Thi Nguyen, The Gift of Freedom:
War, Debt, and Other Refugee Passages (Durham, N.C., 2012).

91 Baseler, “Asylum for Mankind.” The U.S. was, for example, a common destination for nationalist
campaigners seeking political independence in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. For Cu-
ban, Irish, and Korean exile politics in the U.S., for example, see Gerald E. Poyo, “With All, and for the
Good of All”: The Emergence of Popular Nationalism in the Cuban Communities of the United States,
1848–1898 (Durham, N.C., 1989); David Brundage, Irish Nationalists in America: The Politics of Exile,
1798–1998 (New York, 2016); Richard S. Kim, The Quest for Statehood: Korean Immigrant Nationalism
and U.S. Sovereignty, 1905–1945 (New York, 2011).

92 On the case of Chinese refugees from the Mexican Revolution, see Andrew Urban, “Asylum in
the Midst of Chinese Exclusion: Pershing’s Punitive Expedition and the Columbus Refugees from Mexi-
co, 1916–1921,” Journal of Policy History 23, no. 2 (2011): 204–229; Julian Lim, “Immigration, Asylum,
and Citizenship: A More Holistic Approach,” California Law Review 101, no. 4 (2013): 1013–1077.
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times of economic crisis, voices were also raised against the admission of refugees as
potential competitors in the labor market or dependents on social provision.

A tendency to calibrate the danger that migrants faced at home by using a geopo-
litical metric—strategic humanitarianism—grew with the reach of American power.
In January 1917, Woodrow Wilson vetoed a bill requiring immigrants to pass a liter-
acy test, in part on the grounds that its exception for those facing religious persecution
might embroil the United States in “very delicate and hazardous diplomatic situa-
tions,” obliging a U.S. official “in effect to pass judgment upon the laws and practices
of a foreign Government and declare that they did or did not constitute religious
persecution”—an obligation that was likely to involve “very serious questions of inter-
national justice and comity.”93 In the 1930s, State Department officials referenced
Wilson’s veto message in denying American aid to German Jewish refugees fleeing
Nazi terror, on the grounds that it might undermine relations with Germany.94

This approach was both amplified and refined during the Cold War, when the
weaponizing of refuge emerged as a defining, contested element of U.S. politics and
policy.95 Refugee legislation and executive branch paroles—refugee admissions out-
side of the quota system—were defended as serving U.S. interests: legitimating and
encouraging dissent in enemy states, and destabilizing these states by drawing out
those people with financial resources, necessary skills, or desirable and hard-to-
acquire secrets. Once established in the United States, refugees whose geopolitical
goals coincided with those of the U.S. government sometimes worked closely with
U.S. agencies to subvert common enemies, enlisting their long-distance networks to
encourage opposition and disruption in their home societies, gather intelligence, and
sometimes participate in military operations. To the extent that refugees in the United
States, their communities, and their descendants cooperated in the extension of U.S.
state power, one can meaningfully speak of imperial diasporas, in which the boundary
between migrants’ activities and the United States’ hegemonic efforts was blurred or
disappeared, and migrants or their descendants became the face of American
power.96 Relatedly, in the mid- to late twentieth century, relocation in the metropoli-

93 Woodrow Wilson, “President Wilson’s Second Veto of an Immigration-Restriction Bill,” January
29, 1917, in Albert Shaw, ed., President Wilson’s State Papers and Addresses (New York, 1918), 356–358,
quotes from 357. The veto was overturned.

94 The United States’ failure to open its doors to Jews fleeing Nazi-dominated Europe has been ex-
tensively studied. See Richard Breitman and Allan J. Lichtman, FDR and the Jews (Cambridge, Mass.,
2013); Richard Breitman and Alan M. Kraut, American Refugee Policy and European Jewry, 1933–1945
(Bloomington, Ind., 1988); David S. Wyman, Paper Walls: America and the Refugee Crisis, 1938–1941
(New York, 1985); Saul S. Friedman, No Haven for the Oppressed: United States Policy toward Jewish Refu-
gees, 1938–1945 (Detroit, 1973); Henry L. Feingold, The Politics of Rescue: The Roosevelt Administration
and the Holocaust, 1938–1945 (New Brunswick, N.J., 1970). On the State Department’s role in refugee
politics specifically, see Alan M. Kraut, Richard Breitman, and Thomas W. Imhoof, “The State Depart-
ment, the Labor Department, and German Jewish Immigration, 1930–1940,” Journal of American Ethnic
History 3, no. 2 (1984): 5–38; Shlomo Shafir, “American Diplomats in Berlin, 1933–1939, and Their Atti-
tude to the Nazi Persecution of the Jews,” Yad Vashem Studies on the European Jewish Catastrophe and
Resistance, no. 9 (1973): 71–104. On State Department use of Wilson’s veto, see Kraut, Breitman, and
Imhoof, “The State Department, the Labor Department, and German Jewish Immigration,” 10.

95 Cold War double standards were sharply politicized in the 1980s in relation to INS’s denial of refu-
gee status for those escaping U.S.-backed dictatorships in Central America. See Marı́a Cristina Garcı́a,
Seeking Refuge: Central American Migration to Mexico, the United States, and Canada (Berkeley, Calif.,
2006); Macekura, “‘For Fear of Persecution.’”

96 See, for example, collaborations between anti-communist immigrants and their communities and
the U.S. national security state during and after the Cold War. On these interactions as an element of
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tan United States was an implicit or explicit promise offered to many “locals” who fa-
cilitated U.S. power projections on the spot: if things went south, seats would be
made available on the last flights out. When U.S. impositions failed—in South Viet-
nam, Central America, Iran—the CIA and other national security agencies sometimes
helped their interlocutors escape to the United States: the Northern Virginia suburbs
hosted a cosmopolis of exiled security chiefs and crown princes, counterinsurgents
and intelligence analysts, nestled in a verdant, inconspicuous imperial refuge.97

When it came to refugee admissions, questions of jurisdiction and procedure were
highly charged. As post-1945 presidents sought to expand refugees’ entry in the context
of a still-rigid national-origins quota system, attorneys general exercised their parole au-
thority in ways that conflicted with congressional policymakers’ cherished prerogatives.
Officials struggled over the intensity of screening: prolonged interrogation, especially
regarding migrants’ past and present political affiliations, might prevent the entry of
spies and subversives, but it also slowed processing when emergencies required agility.
Political conflicts broke out over the social and material costs of refugee resettlement in
the United States, particularly during times of economic crisis and when refugees, such
as Cubans fleeing communism, received state benefits more generous than those re-
ceived by U.S. citizens.98 Meanwhile, a host of alternative voices, particularly from reli-
gious, immigrant, and activist organizations, sought to decouple refuge from geopoli-
tics, arguing that safety for the persecuted should not be held captive to U.S. foreign
policy, and that the United States ought to shelter even those escaping the repressive
states it supported. They achieved their goal in formal terms with the passage of the
1980 Refugee Act, which belatedly aligned U.S. policies with the United Nations’ defi-
nition of a refugee, although the Reagan administration would continue to grant asylum
in ways aligned with its foreign policy goals, welcoming escapees from communist states
and refusing those fleeing oppressive U.S. client regimes, consigning them, in Haiti, El
Salvador, and other settings, to U.S.-sponsored violence.99

In some cases, the goal of providing refuge for the United States’ partners clashed
with other geopolitical goals. When American officials discussed policy or logistical plan-
ning for evacuation and resettlement in the United States or third-party countries in the
context of ongoing military or political struggles abroad, it was understood by key Ameri-
can officials to represent a premature admission of weakness that would embolden ene-

“ethnic anti-communisms,” see Ieva Zake, ed., Anti-Communist Minorities in the U.S.: Political Activism
of Ethnic Refugees (New York, 2009).

97 Andrew Friedman, Covert Capital: Landscapes of Denial and the Making of U.S. Empire in the Sub-
urbs of Northern Virginia (Berkeley, Calif., 2013).

98 On tensions surrounding refugee policy implementation on the ground, see Bon Tempo, Ameri-
cans at the Gate.

99 The 1980 Refugee Act brought UN refugee criteria into U.S. law, but U.S. immigration bureau-
cracies continued to dispense refugee status along Cold War lines, favoring geopolitical allies and pun-
ishing opponents. On the treatment of Haitian refugees, see, for example, Jana K. Lipman, “‘The Fish
Trusts the Water, and It Is in the Water That It Is Cooked,” Radical History Review, no. 115 (Winter
2013): 115–141; A. Naomi Paik, Rightlessness: Testimony and Redress in U.S. Prison Camps since World
War II (Chapel Hill, N.C., 2016). On biased administration and struggles against it, see Barbara M. Yar-
nold, “Administrative Policy Making: Adjudication by the Board of Immigration Appeals in Asylum-
Related Appeals, 1980–1987,” Policy Studies Review 9, no. 4 (1990): 681–701; Yarnold, “The Refugee
Act of 1980 and the Depoliticization of Refugee/Asylum Admissions: An Example of Failed Policy
Implementation,” American Politics Quarterly 18, no. 4 (1990): 527–536; Arthur C. Helton, “Political Asy-
lum under the 1980 Refugee Act: An Unfulfilled Promise,” In Defense of the Alien 6 (1983): 201–206.
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mies and demoralize allies. Local collaborators who took the United States up on its of-
fer of refuge and fled would hasten the implosion of client states; U.S. partners in other
parts of the world would take notice, reading in these retreats (even ones that did not
abandon collaborators) a failure of American commitment. This was the case, for exam-
ple, at the end of the U.S. campaign in Vietnam, when plans for the evacuation of Viet-
namese employees were delayed and compromised by U.S. policymakers’ unwillingness
to admit defeat; the last-minute pursuit of military assistance as a way to deflect blame;
and an insistence that evacuation planning would itself spark panic, undermining a South
Vietnamese regime that might somehow emerge victorious. Where rescue was framed in
opposition to “credibility,” concerns about what others made of the U.S. withdrawal of
military aid could and did win out over concern for what collaborators and their families
made of a haphazard, botched, or nonexistent rescue by the United States.100

FIGURE 8: This November 11, 2002, cartoon by Rex Babin for the Sacramento Bee criticizes the geopolitical dou-
ble standards at work in the U.S. government’s assessment of which migrants deserved refugee status: as desper-
ate Haitian refugees flee a capsized vessel, President George W. Bush searches among them for Cubans fleeing
communism. Determinations of who deserved asylum in the United States were profoundly shaped by Cold War
criteria: admitting migrants fleeing communist regimes such as Cuba was understood to publicize the undesir-
ability of their home societies and the attractiveness of the United States, to extract valuable experts, to gather in-
telligence sources, and to provide possible channels for U.S. imperial influence. Simultaneously, those fleeing
authoritarian states that the United States provided with military, economic, and diplomatic support, like Haiti,
were often denied asylum: granting regime opponents refuge would provide them a platform for dissent and re-
quire admitting the United States’ complicity in transnational oppressions that helped generate refugees’ exit in
the first place. This weaponizing of refuge was at odds with UN standards, and was challenged by refugee and
sanctuary advocates. U.S. refugee politics have long been characterized by struggles over the degree to which refu-
gee status would be instrumentalized to serve U.S. geopolitical goals, or aligned with international standards,
agreements, and ethical commitments. The Sacramento Bee, used by permission from PARS International Corp.

100 See Espiritu, Body Counts; Chan, “Politics and the Indochinese Refugee Exodus”; Stur, “‘Hiding
behind the Humanitarian Label’”; Lipman, “‘Give Us a Ship’”; Jana K. Lipman, “A Refugee Camp in
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One important subset of refuge politics involved what can be called the metropoli-
tan pressure-release valve: the sponsorship of specific immigration to the mainland
United States as a way of stabilizing areas critical to U.S. interests that were facing so-
cial, political, or demographic crises. In the wake of World War II, proponents of refu-
gee legislation argued that population pressure on the scarce resources of devastated
Central and Eastern Europe would render the region ripe for Soviet takeover: a hun-
ger theory of communist expansion. The social costs of refugee immigration to the
United States would be minimal, it was argued, relative to a booming postwar econo-
my, and would be offset by the benefits of securing a region critical to the capitalist
West.101 A similar approach shaped U.S. policy toward migration from the Dominican
Republic in the 1960s: after the fall of the regime of Dominican president Rafael Tru-
jillo, popular pressure persuaded diplomats that granting more visas with the help of a
better-staffed consular bureaucracy would help stabilize Dominican politics to the
United States’ benefit.102 One should not, however, overestimate the willingness of
U.S. policymakers to embrace pressure-release-valve policies: when they did, it was
usually a response to migrants or would-be migrants pressing at embassy gates and
pushing off from shore on makeshift boats. And policies aimed at securing order else-
where often faced nativist opposition and in no way guaranteed migrants’ safety in the
United States. Still, when such plans were instituted, they signaled a remarkable transi-
tion, joining together a mid-twentieth-century confidence in the United States’ absorp-
tive capacity and a sharp sense of its necessary and precarious relationship to other
parts of the world. Such beliefs had been unimaginable at the start of the century,
when some Americans were convinced that colonial rule and the global influence that
accompanied it were not worth the threat posed by migrating “natives.” In the early
twenty-first century, this sense that American power (if not the demands of solidarity)
required a degree of openness to the vulnerable appeared similarly fragile.

THE IDEA THAT IMMIGRATION POLICY is a matter of “domestic” politics proved a durable
one. Immigration scholarship that prioritized domestic politics or defined immigra-
tion policy as a domestic arena provided rich, nuanced portraits of many of the com-
plex determinants of U.S. migration control: the balances of forces, institutions, and
ideologies that have produced closure and opening, change and stasis. It powerfully
captured the ways that, since the last decades of the nineteenth century, U.S. immi-
gration policymaking has been largely unilateralist in its political expression (as op-
posed to being diplomatically negotiated or significantly internationalized) and mo-
nopolized by American national institutions. But this framing also reproduced—

America: Fort Chaffee and Vietnamese and Cuban Refugees, 1975–1982,” Journal of American Ethnic
History 33, no. 2 (2014): 57–87; Vong, “Compassion Politics.”

101 Bon Tempo, Americans at the Gate; Davis, “The Cold War, Refugees, and U.S. Immigration Policy.”
102 Jesse Hoffnung-Garskof, A Tale of Two Cities: Santo Domingo and New York after 1950 (Prince-

ton, N.J., 2008). For a different case, involving U.S. officials’ fears that closing off Mexican immigration
might promote instability and create an opening for leftist movements within Mexico, see Eladio Boba-
dilla, “‘One People without Borders’: The Lost Roots of the Immigrants’ Rights Movement, 1954–1994”
(Ph.D. diss., Duke University Press, in progress). Mexican officials also came to subscribe to “pressure-
release valve” ideas about Mexican out-migration to the North. See Ana Raquel Minian, Undocumented
Lives: The Untold Story of Mexican Migration (Cambridge, Mass., 2018).
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sometimes inadvertently, sometimes aspirationally—sovereigntist meanings deriving
from U.S. political history itself. As American legislators, executives, officials, and
constituencies pursued sovereignty over U.S. boundaries—insulating them from the
influence of outside polities and powers and international regulations and norms—
their assertion that immigration was exclusively a “domestic” matter (descriptively
and prescriptively) was a key political move, one that proved capable of convincing
both contemporary publics and subsequent scholars.

As a growing scholarship is demonstrating, this claim concealed a great deal. It be-
lied the ways that U.S. immigration policy was profoundly shaped by myriad inter-
national processes—war, ideological struggle, decolonization, and mass migration
among them—that American policymakers would continuously be forced to accom-
modate. It also shifted attention from the ways that Americans’ debates about immi-
gration—ostensibly “domestic” deliberations—were always about more than the spa-
tial and jurisdictional bounding of a national state, even where these discussions took
on what were usually characterized as “internal” questions of work, welfare, and racial
and cultural homogeneity. They were, simultaneously and inevitably, about the status,
prospects, and limits of American transnational, imperial, and global power. And to
the extent that the “domestication” of U.S. immigration policy traded on and encour-
aged a conflation of the domestic with the national, it also masked ways in which
American national power was, far from “domestic,” predicated on trans-border rela-
tions of extraction, hegemony, and empire.

Historians of U.S. immigration politics and policy are in the process of bringing
these international dimensions more fully into the story of a policy arena traditionally
defined as “domestic.” As they do so, they would do well to keep in mind that U.S.
boundary politics involved selective openings, often built with geopolitical interests in
mind, as well as closures; and that global asymmetries of power profoundly shaped the
processes by which U.S. immigration rules were determined and enforced, and the sta-
tus and treatment of migrants themselves. Moving forward, it will be important for
them to register the ways in which immigration politics did not merely connect “domes-
tic” and “foreign” policies but undermined the dichotomy itself. Indeed, sovereigntist
assertions by historical actors can and should serve as compelling evidence that immi-
gration policy was (usually to their dismay) neither fully “domestic” nor under exclusive
national control; to the contrary, sovereignty was an argument advanced in the face of
countervailing pressures of varying force and consequence. The spatial-political catego-
ries “domestic” and “foreign” were among the pivotal discursive and policy artifacts of
these struggles. The power of this dichotomy in immigration debates can be registered
in the extent to which it was naturalized in everyday American discourse—as well as by
scholars—effacing the jurisdictional battles that had given rise to it in the first place.

To the extent that Americans did succeed in securing national sovereignty over
immigration, they employed it both to define themselves nationally and to project
their power transnationally. Access to the right kinds of industrial, agricultural, and
technology workers—ideally non-revolutionary, vulnerable, and deportable ones—
was necessary if the United States was to compete globally in terms of capitalist com-
petition and war-making. Managing the transit of overseas colonial subjects through
subordinating admission would help stabilize the United States’ hierarchical relation-
ships to these critical nodes of American power. Guaranteeing the mobility of influen-
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tial elites capable of diffusing American products, practices, and values—buyers, stu-
dents, professionals, engineers, tourists—would profit U.S.-based enterprises, culti-
vate brand loyalties and dependence on U.S. transnational formats, and perhaps also
prevent the blocking of American exporters abroad. Questions of legitimacy in the
crafting of U.S. immigration controls rose in importance with American concern
about “world opinion,” Cold War ideological warfare, and global challenges to West-
ern colonialism and white supremacy. Shutting out enemies, repressing them within,
and ejecting them from the body politic—the poor, people of color, women unat-
tached or improperly attached to men, non-heteronormative people, political radicals,
the citizens of rival and enemy states, those caught in the blurred, constricting official
space between “terrorist” and Muslim—would be required to guarantee American so-
cial integrity and political-economic power, and a definition of national security that
presumed the world as its ambit and instrument. Granting refuge to those escaping
the United States’ geopolitical adversaries would destabilize enemies and secure
skilled personnel and intelligence while sending out exceptionalist messages about
American benevolence, superiority, and freedom.

In effect, if not by intention, each of these imperial projects blurred “domestic” and
“foreign,” inside and outside, in ways that clearly indexed the United States’ presence
on the world stage and, ultimately, its status as a hegemon of unprecedented global
power. Efforts to contain immigration politics to the “domestic” sphere, in the U.S. and
elsewhere, can be seen as expressions of larger struggles to delineate nationalized
power systems from the wider worlds that sustained them and from which they were ul-
timately inseparable. That such line-drawing was enormously consequential for states-
in-the-making, for migrants, and for the citizens against whom those migrants were of-
ten defined does not mean that scholars should take their spatial, analytical, or norma-
tive cues from them. To the contrary, these boundaries cannot be properly historicized
until scholars escape their formidable gravitational force. Among other strategies, turn-
ing histories of nationalized immigration control “outward”—examining their geopoliti-
cal origins, dynamics, and implications—will allow historians of immigration policy
working on the United States and other societies to make national boundaries into
global problems. By the mid-twentieth century, Americans’ assertion of a transnational,
imperial, and global economic, political, military, and cultural presence and rigid insis-
tence on sovereign control over access to its “domestic” space were two sides of a single
phenomenon, one that still requires a full historical accounting. It may be precisely by
mapping the United States’ struggles to regulate its borders onto the world that histo-
rians will chart its presence and power in the world.

Paul A. Kramer is Associate Professor of History at Vanderbilt University, where
he specializes in the history of the late-nineteenth- and twentieth-century United
States in global context. He is the author of The Blood of Government: Race, Em-
pire, the United States, and the Philippines (University of North Carolina Press,
2006) and co-editor of Cornell University Press’s series “The United States in the
World.” He is currently at work on two books, one on the transnationalizing of
modern U.S. history, and another on the intersections between U.S. immigration
and imperial politics in the long twentieth century.
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