To See Where Immigration in the US is Headed, Look to Where It’s Been

By Peter Schurmann Sep 23, 2022

Immigration is quickly emerging as a key
issue in the upcoming mid-term elections. Recent
stunts by Florida Gov. Ron DeSantis and Texas
Gov. Greg Abbot to ferry migrants to “sanctuary
cities” in the north underscore the division over
who and how many we allow into this country.
Hasia Diner is professor of American Jewish his-
tory at NYU. Carl Bon Tempo teaches history at
the University of Albany. In a new book, Immi-
gration: An American History, the pair look at the
role immigration has played in America’s history,
and what that history tells us about our current
moment. (Image: Welcome to All! J. Keppler,
1880, Library of Congress)

It’s generally accepted that America is a na-
tion of immigrants. What prompted you to look at
this question of immigration anew?

Carl Bon Tempo: The last two to three
decades of scholarship by historians and others on
immigration history has been wonderful and has
taken the field in new directions. Our book tries to
bring that new knowledge to the public to help us
better understand this history and this idea of the
US as a nation of immigrants. Take as an example
the centrality of migration from Mexico in US his-
tory. We’ve seen a lot of great work in the last 20
to 30 years about that question--- and it explains
the world we live in today. Forty to fifty years ago
scholars didn’t think in that way.

very little ability to engage in surveillance to the
mighty enterprise that it is now. And that comes
out of a long frustration with the desire to patrol
who is coming in. The ability to do this and the
funding for it has grown exponentially.

Authors Hasia Diner (L), professor of Ameri—
can Jewish history at NYU, and University of
Albany History Professor Carl Bon Tempo.
What fueled that exponential growth in funding
for border surveillance?

CBT:In the 1970s border funding resembled
what the budget was for a small city’s police
force. It was just not well funded or thought of as
all that important. And yet over the last four
decades other changes in American life, including
the War on Drugs and the War on Terror, helped
accelerate and build up surveillance along the bor-
der. Likewise, these events changed the bureaucra-
cyin the United States and how it deals with
homeland security, and a lot of that had to do with
immigration and migration.

How does the climate crisis tie into
this? Do you anticipate an increased
flow of migrants as a result?

HD:You can never ask a historian about
the future (ha!). But it is inevitable. But
again, like anything else, there are other
moments in time when climatic and en-
vironmental disaster spurred migration.
The Irish migration of the mid 19thCen-
tury really gets charged up when a fun-
gus kills the potato crop upon which
people lived, making their homes unin-

Arrests along the US’s southern border
have topped 2 million annually. Is what we are
seeing today unprecedented in terms of scope?

Hasia Diner:It is unprecedented in terms of
the sheer numbers, but one of our points in the
book is that the presence and role of the state in
monitoring immigration has also grown and has
moved from being an underfunded enterprise with

habitable. In the 1890s a fungus in grape
crops in Northern Italy also spurred migration on-
ward. Famines in Lithuania in the 1850s and
1860s--- so this is not new, but the sheer size of
what this new disaster is going to be is ominous.
Given the anticipated uptick in climate-mi-
grants, what is the appropriate response?
HD:America has benefited so much from im-
migration. The country’s economic growth was

fueled by these millions of people who considered
it in their interest to work often hideous jobs, who
within a generation had integrated and created fu-
sion cultures that enriched American civic life. If
the US behaves smartly, if it creates mechanisms
so these people aren’t living in the shadows for
generations, preventing them from making the
contributions they can make, it could be an upbeat
story in the end.

You wrote in a recentop-ed that “optimism should
guide policy” when it comes to our borders? Is
that what you meant?

CBT:?The immigration system the US has, as
confusing as it is, is a system we created. And if
you make something you can unmake and reform
it. The question is, does the country have the polit-
ical will and the emotional will to tackle that big
question. Immigrants have helped build this coun-
try and turn it into a marvelous place with mar-
velous experiences. This climate crisis and cli-
mate migration should be viewed as an opportuni-
ty to carry on in that path. And how do you do
that? You set up systems that help those who
come, that welcome them rather than reject them,
and think about how we integrate these people.

Data show America’s essential work force is
imploding. Do you see any evidence that this is af-
fecting people’s views on immigration?

CBT:There is a historic push-pull on this is-
sue. On the one hand there has always been a need
for these newcomers in the American economy.
But the other side of the equation is their arrival
can at times really spike concern among some in
the US that these newcomers are taking their jobs.
This has become an even more important dynamic
in the last few decades as we think about the
growing centralization of wealth, and the stagna-
tion of the working class. When the issue of jobs
is placed on top of immigration, it makes for trick-
y politics, and it makes for very tricky answers to
the question of who and how many people we
should welcome.

Historically, that’s often been a very fraught
question, hasn’t it Who do we let in and on what
basis?

HD:In the 1920s the US passed legislation
that attempted to bureaucratize the flow of mi-
grants into the country. It was a tremendous turn-
ing point in our history. Passed in 1921 on an e-
mergency basis and finalized in 1924 the law set a

ceiling on the number of immigrants allowed in
and created a quota system on the basis on nation-
al origin. It gave power to US consular officials in
other countries to grant visas and to decided who
could come and who could not, and to separate the
acceptable from the unacceptable. It was a horren-
dous reality for the Jews of Central Europe and for
others who wanted to escape the war and had no
place to go.

In your view is there a way to slow the flow of mi-
grants while at the same time adopting a more hu-
mane immigration policy?

CBT:One of the things Biden has tried to do
and Obama did this as well is they recognized that
conditions in other countries -+ can be very bad.
And so, what they tried to do was to send funding
and aid to these countries and try to reconstruct
them. And the problem is: that is a hard thing to
do. You can’t change a country like Guatemala in
two years. A lot of these countries around the
world are the way they are because of economic
forces the US has unleashed. It’s created a lot of
wreckage and so to think about, how do you make
it so folks in other parts of the world say to them
selves, I can stay here. That involves really re-
thinking how the US acts in the world, and ques-
tioning choices the US has made.

How does Americans’ lived experience with im
migration, with immigrants, differ from the policy
and political rhetoric?

CBT:Data from Pew show something like
60% of Americans have a favorable view of immi-
gration. They believe it makes America stronger.
So, something is happening here. But the tension
for many is in thinking about this individual expe-
rience and then thinking about the numbers, which
are large. And they can’t navigate that gap. They
might remember their own family members com-
ing to this country --- they may know an immi-
grant family that is part of their child’s sports
team or church. But then there are the many hun
dreds of thousands or millions arriving, and that is
the gap people struggle with, and struggle to make
sense of in their own lives. That is the challenge
that immigrant advocates have. How do you ex-
tend these individual experiences to the bigger
picture.

Immigration: An American History, by Carl
J. Bon Tempo and Hasia R. Diner | 416 pp. | Yale
University Press

Hello Editors,

I hope you're having a great week. Begin-
ning tomorrow, the highly-praised second edition
of FRONT International: Cleveland Triennial
for Contemporary Art will celebrate the final
weekend before the exhibition’s close on October
2, 2022 with a full slate of artistic activations, spe-
cial performances, and additional public program-
ming planned for its final days.

I wanted to make sure these exciting events
were on your radar for potential coverage. If of in-
terest, I'd be happy to arrange interviews with

FRONT leader- ey

ship and/or pro- Im‘ﬁ

vide  additional | . ﬂg

assets. : “.
Featuring

over 100 artists at
more than 30 sites
across Cleveland,
Oberlin, and
Akron, the clos-
ing weekend of-
fers a last chance
to visit the exhibi-
tion, as well as to

i

attend special events, artist performances, film
screenings, and closing receptions.

Sarah Oppenheimer and Tony Cokes,
SM-2N: sldrty, 2022. Installation view, FRONT
PNC Exhibition Hub at Transformer Station, July
16 - October 2, 2022. Commissioned by FRONT
International: Cleveland Triennial for Contempo-
rary Art in partnership with VIA Art Fund and
The Andy Warhol Foundation for the Visual Arts
Photo: Brad Feinkopf. the artists.

The triennial’s closing events underscore
FRONT’s efforts to illuminate overlooked histo-

ries within the
Northeast Ohio re-
gion. On Saturday,

audiences will have
the rare opportunity
to visit the Oberlin
studio of the late
artist Audra Skuo-
das, whose work has
been noted as being
among the standouts
of FRONT 2022.
Several artists will
also return to Ohio

this weekend to stage groundbreaking
performances that promise to transform
the civic landscape. On Sunday October
2nd, Joe Namy will conclude his Songs
for a Set (2022), the last of a series of
live music and sound performances
staged beside Isamu Noguchi’s Portal.
This series extends Namy’s ongoing en-
gagement with the life and oeuvre of leg-
endary composer, musician, ethnomusi-
cologist, and educator Halim El Dabh. A
pioneer of electronic music, El Dabh
taught at Kent State University for many
decades and frequently performed in and
around Cleveland.

Abigail DeVille, The Dream Keep-
er. Installation view, Quincy Garden, July 16 -
October 2, 2022. Courtesy of the artist. Photo:
Field Studio. Commissioned by FRONT Interna-
tional: Cleveland Triennial for Contemporary Art,
with support from The Andy Warhol Foundation
for the Visual Arts, Joanne Cohen and Morris
Wheeler, Fleischner Family Charitable Founda-
tion, and Arts Midwest. Abigail DeVille.

Additional special events and performances
include spoken-word performances by artist Nora

Turato; a double-feature film screening, including
several new artist films; a processional with live
musicians and dancers, led by artist Abigail Dev-
ille, and much more.

1 have attached a release with additional in-
formation on the closing weekend schedule below.
Please don't hesitate to reach out if you have any
questions.

Looking forward to your thoughts!

All best, Emma
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