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Mother of Invention
The Statue of Liberty stood for decades in New York
harbor before it became a symbol of welcome to
newcomers. In forgetting that fact, Americans reveal
their taste for myths about immigration. 

B Y  P E T E R  S K E R RY

“It says something about our country that

people around the world are willing to leave their homes,
leave their families, and risk everything to come to America,”
President George W. Bush declared this past April, when
Americans were in the midst of their most intense debate
over immigration in decades.

The president’s observation is surely correct, as far as it
goes. Yet it also says something about our country that we so
readily embrace such flattering characterizations of our-
selves. One consequence is that we routinely downplay less
gratifying, more complicated dimensions of our national
experience with immigration. Millions of people from around
the world have left behind much that they cherish and
endured great difficulties to live in the United States. Yet it
is not necessarily true—as the president clearly suggests—that
all, or even most, migrants to these shores have intended to
settle here permanently and become Americans. We can
point to the Irish who arrived fleeing famine and British rule
and never looked back, or to Jewish refugees escaping
pogroms in czarist Russia who never dreamed of returning.
Nevertheless, many others came planning to stay only for a
time, and then return to their families and homelands. Sim-
ilarly today, millions arrive here not intending to make this
their permanent home—though over time, of course, their
plans change, and many do end up staying.

President Bush’s comment reminds us how much
immigration is bound up with our national identity, and
inevitably our national myths. More than most public-
policy debates, the one over immigration is permeated
with powerful rhetoric and symbolism. At the same time,
immigration is an arcane, complicated area of policy in
which legislative details directly affect the lives of millions
of individuals, families, and businesses. The combination
of emotional symbols and rhetoric, technical complexity,
and targeted, high-stakes interests makes immigration a
unique—and uniquely intractable—issue.

Advocates, politicians, journalists, and immigration pol-
icy experts have all been using rhetoric and symbols to great
effect in today’s debates. Yet at one time or another, all have
felt the need to bring the argument back down to earth, at
which point they typically focus on the role of concrete inter-
ests in immigration policy. Unfortunately, this usually trans-
lates into a narrow emphasis on business interests. But
because immigration can never be reduced simply to a
debate over any such interests, the focus eventually moves
back to the emotionally satisfying and intellectually unde-
manding rhetoric and symbols of our immigration history.

Among such symbols, none looms larger than the
Statue of Liberty. As it turns out, the history of that mon-
ument itself demonstrates the mutability of symbols. This
history was explored more than 30 years ago by the dean
of American immigration historians, the late John Higham,
in an insightful but overlooked essay, “The Transformation
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of the Statue of Liberty,” in a remark-
able collection of his articles titled
Send These to Me (1975). As every
schoolchild knows (or at least used to
know), the statue was a gift from
France to the United States. Intended
to commemorate French support of
our war for independence, Liberty—
actually, only her raised arm holding
the torch—made her first appearance
at the Philadelphia Exposition of 1876.
The sculptor, Frédéric Auguste
Bartholdi, was part of a circle of French
liberals who conceived of Liberty as a
gift from the French people to their
republican brothers and sisters across
the Atlantic. One consequence, as his-
torian David Hackett Fischer points
out, was that its cost was underwritten
not by the French state but by private
subscription and lottery. More to the
point, Liberty was depicted as a
woman whose austere, classical
demeanor was meant to suggest the
universality of America’s founding
ideals. These were underscored by the
tablets of law that she cradles in one
arm and the torch she holds high with
the other. And with her back to New
York, Liberty strides oceanward, send-
ing her light out into the world.

Thus, at its origins the Statue of
Liberty had nothing to do with immi-
gration. It was intended as a beacon of
hope to those struggling for liberty in
their own lands, not as a welcome light
for those seeking liberty here. As
Higham points out, when the statue
was unveiled on its completed pedestal
in New York Harbor in 1886, the dig-
nitaries’ inaugural speeches “concen-
trated almost exclusively on two sub-
jects: the beneficent effect on other
countries of American ideas, and the
desirability of international friendship
and peace.”

“Liberty Enlightening the World”was the official name its French donors gave the Statue of Liberty.
It is shown here under assembly in France three years before its 1886 dedication in New York.
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Yet even before the statue was in place, its transforma-
tion into a symbol of welcome to immigrants from around
the world had subtly begun. In 1883, with the statue almost
completed but the pedestal only half finished, the private
Pedestal Fund Committee sponsored an art auction to
raise desperately needed funds. Among the items auc-
tioned off was the manuscript of a sonnet inspired by the
statue, “The New Colossus,” by Emma Lazarus. The daugh-
ter of a wealthy New York sugar refiner, Lazarus was a sec-
ular, assimilated Jew. But in the early 1880s, as Jews flee-
ing pogroms in Russia began to arrive in New York, she
became a champion of her people. And thus began the rein-

terpretation of the Statue of Liberty into a symbol not
merely of welcome to immigrants but, more specifically, of
refuge to those fleeing persecution and oppression.

Still, Lazarus’s sonnet remained in obscurity for more
than half a century. At Liberty’s inauguration, the poem
went completely ignored. Twenty years after the auction,
in 1903, a friend and admirer of Lazarus had her words
engraved on a bronze tablet, but it was placed on an out-
of-the-way interior wall of the pedestal. Through most of
the 1930s, the statue remained nothing more than a sym-
bol, as Higham writes, of “Franco-American friendship and
liberty as an abstract idea.” Even when President Franklin
Roosevelt celebrated the 50th anniversary of the statue in
1936, he failed to mention Lazarus’s sonnet.

Yet throughout this period, immigrants were arriv-

ing in New York Harbor and passing by Liberty on their
way to nearby Ellis Island. The emotional impact of
that scene—whatever immigrants’ motives for coming
here—fueled the symbolic transformation begun by
Lazarus’s still-unknown poem. In Higham’s words, the
immigrants saw Liberty “not as a beacon to other lands
but as a redemptive salutation to themselves.” This
remained only immigrant folklore, however—nothing
more than an unofficial interpretation.

But then, thanks to the tireless efforts of Slovenian-
American journalist Louis Adamic, the immigrants’ emo-
tional responses to the statue became truly part of the
national consciousness. Starting in the late 1930s, Adamic’s
countless articles and lectures about immigrants invariably
quoted from “The New Colossus.” During World War II, the
sonnet was set to music and received even more attention.
In 1945, the bronze tablet of  1903 was moved from its
obscure location to Liberty’s main entrance.

The event that most decisively brought Lazarus’s sonnet
to the attention of the American public was the plight of Jew-
ish refugees in Nazi-dominated Europe. This was, of course,
reminiscent of the situation that had so moved Lazarus
more than 50 years earlier. Yet this time the association of the
Statue of Liberty with refugees and victims of oppression gen-
erally stuck. In 1965, President Lyndon Johnson signed a his-
toric immigration reform law in a ceremony at the base of the
statue, and he cited Lazarus’s poem, using the occasion to
announce a new program to aid refugees from Castro’s Cuba.

This understanding of America as a haven for those
seeking libertyis not incorrect. As Higham notes, “The con-
cept of America as a refuge from European oppression sup-
plied one of the original, fertilizing elements of our national
consciousness.” But focusing exclusively on this one aspect of
our immigration history hinders a fuller understanding of the
complicated motivations of immigrants to these shores.

For example, contrary to Lazarus’s stirring phrase about
“Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,” many immi-
grants have come to the United States not on account of lofty
aspirations for political freedom but because of much more
mundane appetites for economic security and advance-
ment. Obviously, these two motives are not unrelated. But
they are distinct and should not be so readily confounded.

Another source of confusion has been Lazarus’s lan-
guage about “your tired, your poor . . . The wretched refuse
of your teeming shore.” Historian Josef Barton, among oth-
ers, has pointed out that immigrants to America in the past

The New Colossus

Not like the brazen giant of Greek fame,

With conquering limbs astride from land to land;

Here at our sea-washed, sunset gates shall stand

A mighty woman with a torch, whose flame

Is the imprisoned lightning, and her name

Mother of Exiles. From her beacon-hand

Glows world-wide welcome; her mild eyes command

The air-bridged harbor that twin cities frame.

“Keep ancient lands, your storied pomp!” cries she

With silent lips. “Give me your tired, your poor,

Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,

The wretched refuse of your teeming shore.

Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me,

I lift my lamp beside the golden door!”

—Emma Lazarus
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were typically people with at least some modest means to
plan ahead and pay for transatlantic passage. The most
deprived and downtrodden in any society are the least likely
to be able to do that.

Perhaps most difficult to absorb is the fact that immi-
grants have often planned not to settle here permanently.
Labor economist Michael Piore reminds us that in the period
leading up to World War I, about one-third the number arriv-
ing from Europe returned home. The emigration rates for
specific southern and eastern European nationalities (with
the notable exception of Jews) were significantly higher.
And none of the historical statistics captures the presumably
even larger numbers of immigrants who arrived in the
United States planning to return home but failed to do so.

Today similar patterns are evident, especially among
Mexican immigrants. Princeton sociologist Douglas
Massey has documented that it is not the most destitute
who migrate north to the United States, but rather those
with a modicum of education and resources. Indeed,
Massey argues that Americans’ perceptions of Mexico gen-
erally are distorted, pointing out that it is not exactly the
poor, underdeveloped country we assume. He acknowl-
edges the gap between America’s per capita income


