Attachment 6


The Immigrant Narrative and the Statue of Liberty

What is the Immigrant Narrative?  It is the belief that the United States is a melting pot (or in more contemporary terms a “salad bowl”) in which immigrants become acculturated to American values and achieve success through individual initiative and hard work.

 Horatio Alger

The story of the Statue of Liberty provides an example of how the immigrant narrative emerged out of political efforts to defend immigration and immigrants from the attacks of nativists.

THE NEW COLOSSUS is the poem inscribed at the bottom of the Statue of Liberty, and reads:

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!”

The French government commissioned the Statue as a gift to the people of the United States for the centennial celebration of the American Revolution in 1876.  The purpose of the statue was to remember French support of the revolution and to honor the two countries shared commitment to liberty and democracy.

While the French government committed to finance the statue, it was left to the American people to raise the necessary funds for the statue’s base in New York harbor.  When fundraising floundered in the US, Joseph Pulitzer, publisher of The World, a New York newspaper, began an editorial campaign denouncing the city’s wealthy and middle classes for failing to support the project. Fundraising for the pedestal was not completed until the summer of 1885, and the statue was finally erected in July 1886, ten years after the centennial celebration.

It was the delay in fundraising that gave advocates of European immigration the opportunity first to reconfigure the statue’s meaning.  At an 1883 art auction for the statue, Emma Lazarus, a published poet and one of the founders of the Society for the Improvement and Colonization of East European Jews, read her poem imagining the statue as a beacon drawing the oppressed of the world to the land of freedom.  Born into a very wealthy fourth-generation New York Jewish family, Lazarus was an outspoken advocate of Jewish and immigrant concerns, while the Society she had helped to found was a Zionist organization committed both to aiding immigrant Jews and to raising international concern about anti-Jewish pogroms in Eastern Europe.

Lazarus died just a year after her first public reading of The New Colossus. By 1901, however, advocates of Eastern European immigration had succeeded in having her poem inscribed on the statue’s base and over the generations since, the Statue of Liberty has become a symbol not only of the role of immigrant families and their descendants in the nation’s history, but of the Immigrant Narrative itself.   
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