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From the start, immigration policy has been a prominent subject of discussion in America. This is as it
must be in a democracy, where every issue should be freely considered and debated.
Ambiguous Attitudes
Immigration, or rather the British policy of clamping down on immigration, was one of the factors
behind the colonial desire for independence. Restrictive immigration policies constituted one of the
charges against King George in expressed in the Declaration of Independence. And in the Constitutional
Convention James Madison noted, "That part of America which has encouraged them [the immigrants]
has advanced most rapidly in population, agriculture and the arts." So, too, Washington in his
Thanksgiving Day Proclamation of 1795 asked all Americans "humbly and fervently to beseech the kind
Author of these blessings ... to render this country more and more a safe and propitious asylum for the
unfortunate of other countries."
Yet there was the basic ambiguity which older Americans have often shown toward newcomers. In
1797 a member of Congress argued that, while a liberal immigration policy was fine when the country
was new and unsettled, now that America had reached its maturity and was fully populated,
immigration should stop—an argument which has been repeated at regular intervals throughout
American history. . . .
By the turn of the century the opinion was becoming widespread that the numbers of new
immigrants should be limited. Those who were opposed to all immigration and all "foreigners" were now
joined by those who believed sincerely, and with some basis in fact, that America's capacity to absorb
immigration was limited. This movement toward restricting immigration represented a social and economic
reaction, not only to the tremendous increase in immigration after 1880, but also to the shift in its main
sources, to Southern, Eastern and Southeastern Europe.
The Quota System
Anti-immigration sentiment was heightened by World War I, and the disillusionment and strong
wave of isolationism that marked its aftermath. It was in this climate, in 1921, that Congress passed
and the President signed the first major law in our country's history severely limiting new immigration
by establishing an emergency quota system. An era in American history had ended, we were
committed to a radically new policy toward the peopling of the nation.
The Act of 1921 was an early version of the so-called "national origins" system. Its provisions
limited immigration of numbers of each nationality to a certain percentage of the number of foreignborn individuals of that nationality resident in the United States according to the 1910 census.
Nationality meant country of birth. The total number of immigrants permitted to enter under this system
each year was 357,000.
In 1924 the Act was revised, creating a temporary arrangement for the years 1924 to 1929, under
which the national quotas for 1924 were equal to 2 percent of the number of foreign-born persons of a
given nationality living in the United States in 1890, or about 164,000 people. The permanent system,
which went into force in 1929, includes essentially all the elements of immigration policy that are in our
law today. The immigration statutes now establish a system of annual quotas to govern immigration
from each country. Under this system 156,987 quota immigrants are permitted to enter the United
States each year. The quotas from each country are based upon the national origins of the population
of the United States in 1920.
The use of the year 1920 is arbitrary. It rests upon the fact that this system was introduced in 1924
and the last prior census was in 1920. The use of a national origins system is without basis in either
logic or reason. It neither satisfies a national need nor accomplishes an international purpose. In an
age of interdependence among nations such a system is an anachronism, for it discriminates among
applicants for admission into the United States on the basis of accident of birth.

The System Favors Northern Europe
Because of the composition of our population in 1920, the system is heavily weighted in favor of
immigration from Northern Europe and severely limits immigration from Southern and Eastern Europe
and from other parts of the world.
To cite some examples: Great Britain has an annual quota of 65,361 immigration visas and
used 28,291 of them. Germany has a quota of 25,814 and used 26,533 (of this number, about one
third are wives of servicemen who could enter on a non-quota basis). Ireland's quota is 17,756 and
only 6,054 Irish availed themselves of it. On the other hand, Poland is permitted 6,488, and there is
a backlog of 61,293 Poles wishing to enter the United States, Italy is permitted 5,666 and has a
backlog of 132,435, Greece's quota is 308; her backlog is 96,538. Thus a Greek citizen desiring to
emigrate to this country has little chance of coming here. And an American citizen with a Greek
father or mother must wait at least eighteen months to bring his parents here to join him. A citizen
whose married son or daughter, or brother or sister, is Italian cannot obtain a quota number for
them for two years or more. Meanwhile, many thousands of quota numbers are wasted because
they are not wanted or needed by nationals of the countries to which they are assigned.
In short, a qualified person born in England or Ireland who wants to emigrate to the United
States can do so at any time. A person born in Italy, Hungary, Poland or the Baltic States may
have to wait many years before his turn is reached. This system is based upon the assumption that
there is some reason for keeping the origins of our population in exactly the same proportions as
they existed in 1920. Such an idea is at complete variance with the American traditions and
principles that the qualification of an immigrant do not depend upon his country of birth, and
violates die spirit expressed in the Declaration of Independence that "all men are created equal."
One writer has listed six motives behind the Act of 1924. They were: (1) postwar isolationism;
(2) the doctrine of die alleged superiority of Anglo Saxon and Teutonic "races"; (3) the fear that
"pauper labor" would lower wage levels; (4) the belief that people of certain nations were less lawabiding than others; (5) the fear of foreign ideologies and subversion; (6) the fear that entrance of
too many people with different customs and habits would undermine our national and social unity
and order. All of these arguments can be found in Congressional debates on the subject and may
be heard today in discussions over a new national policy toward immigration. Thus far, they have
prevailed. The policy of 1924 was continued in all its essentials by the Immigration and Nationality
Act of 1952. . ..
1952 Revisions
The Immigration and Nationality Act of 1952 undertook to codify all our national laws on
immigration. This was a proper and long overdue task. But it was not just [a] housekeeping chore.
In the course of the deliberation over the Act, many basic decisions about our immigration policy
were made. The total racial bar against the naturalization of Japanese, Koreans and other East
Asians was removed, and a minimum annual quota of one hundred was provided for each of these
countries. Provision was also made to make it easier to reunite husbands and wives. Most
important of all was the decision to do nothing about the national origins system.
The famous words of Emma Lazarus on the pedestal of the Statue of Liberty read: "Give me
your tired, your poor, your huddled masses yearning to breathe free." Until 1921 this was an
accurate picture of our society. Under present law it would be appropriate to add: "as long as they
come from Northern Europe, are not too tired or too poor or slightly ill, never stole a loaf of bread,
never joined any questionable organization, and can document their activities for the past two
years."
Indefensible Racial Preference
Furthermore, the national origins quota system has strong overtones of an indefensible racial
preference. It is strongly weighted toward so-called Anglo-Saxons, a phrase which one writer calls

"a term of art" encompassing almost anyone from Northern and Western Europe. Sinclair Lewis
described his hero, Martin Arrowsmith, this way: "a typical pure-bred-Anglo-Saxon American—
which means that he was a union of German, French, Scotch-Irish, perhaps a little Spanish,
conceivably of the strains lumped together as 'Jewish,' and a great deal of English, which is itself a
combi nation of primitive Britain, Celt, Phoenician, Roman, German, Dane and Swede."
Yet, however much our present policy may be deplored, it still remains our national policy. As
President Truman said when he vetoed the Immigration and Nationality Act (only to have that veto
overridden): "The idea behind this discriminatory policy was, to put it boldly, that Americans with
English or Irish names were better people and better citizens than Americans with Italian or Greek
or Polish names. . . . Such a concept is utterly unworthy of our traditions and our ideals.". . .
There is, of course, a legitimate argument for some limitation upon immigration. We no longer
need settlers for virgin lands, and our economy is expanding more slowly than in the nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries. . . .
The clash of opinion arises not over the number of immigrants to be admitted, but over the test
for admission—the national origins quota system. Instead of using the discriminatory test of where
the immigrant was born, the reform proposals would base admission on the immigrant's possession of skills our country needs and on the humanitarian ground of reuniting families. Such
legislation does not seek to make over the face of America. Immigrants would still be given tests
for health, intelligence, morality and security.. ..
Religious and civic organizations, ethnic associations and newspaper editorials, citizens from
every walk of life and groups of every description have expressed their support for a more rational
and less prejudiced immigration law. Congressional leaders of both parties have urged the
adoption of new legislation that would eliminate the most objectionable features of the [1952]
McCarran-Walter Act and the nationalities quota system. . . .
A Formula for Immigration
The Presidential message to Congress of July 23, 1963, recommended that the national origins
system be replaced by a formula governing immigration to the United States which takes into
account: (1) the skills of the immigrant and their relationships to our needs; (2) the family
relationship between immigrants and persons already here, so that the re uniting of families is
encouraged; and (3) the priority of registration. Present law grants a preference to immigrants with
special skills, education or training. It also grants a preference to various relatives of the United
States' citizens and lawfully resident aliens. But it does so only within a national origins quota. It
should be modified so that those with the greatest ability to add to the national welfare, no matter
where they are born, are granted the highest priority. The next priority should go to those who seek
to be reunited with their relatives. For applicants with equal claims, the earliest registrant should be
the first admitted. ...
These changes will not solve all the problems of immigration. But they will insure that progress
will continue to be made toward our ideals and toward the realization of humanitarian objectives.
We must avoid what the Irish poet John Boyle O'Reilly once called
Organized charity, scrimped and iced,
In the name of a cautious, statistical Christ.

Immigration policy should be generous; it should be fair; it should be flexible. With such a policy
we can turn to the world, and to our own past, with clean hands and a clear conscience. Such a
policy would be but a reaffirmation of old principles. It would be an expression of our agreement
with George Washington that "The bosom of America is open to receive not only the opulent and
respectable stranger, but the oppressed and persecuted of all nations and religions; whom we shall
welcome to a participation of all our rights and privileges, if by decency and propriety of conduct
they appear to merit the enjoyment."

