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The Use and Disuse of Americanization:  

Historiography of a Concept, Social Movement, and Practice 

 

 

 While the use of the term “Americanization” has increased in academia, scholarly study 

of the Americanization movement (1910 – 1920) and specific Americanization practices have 

been largely neglected, especially by historians.  There was a flood of writing on the subject 

during the first couple decades of the 20th century as it became one of the dominant political 

discourses of the time.  Industrial, government, and education policy makers rushed to create 

national, state, and local coordinating bodies operating both within and independently of 

government agencies.  A veritable flood of political, educational, and editorial documents filled 

the popular, scholarly, and government media of the day.  There were also several scholarly 

studies and evaluations of various Americanization efforts, which were conducted from different 

disciplinary perspectives: educational studies of the development and effectiveness of 

Americanization programs; political studies of the administrative networks, public policies, and 

political ramifications of various Americanization initiatives; and there were sociological studies 

of Americanization as both a socio-political movement and as an socio-cultural phenomenon 

otherwise labeled as “assimilation” or “acculturation.”1  One important collection of studies was 

sponsored by the Carnegie Corporation, which commissioned a 10 volume series called 

Americanization Studies: The Acculturation of Immigrant Groups Into American Society.  This 

collection was published from 1920 to 1924 at the cost of some $200,000.2    

Historical treatment of the Americanization movement, however, was slow in coming.  

There was some initial treatment by Merle E. Curti in The Roots of American Loyalty (1946). 
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Curti’s work would later influence his graduate student, Edward G. Hartmann.  Hartmann, under 

the direction of Curti, wrote The Movement to Americanize the Immigrant in 1948.3  Hartmann’s 

book would become the definitive history of the Americanization movement, and it remains to 

this day the best of the few historical monographs on the subject.   

Hartmann’s rather narrow focus chronicled the rise of private reform and educational 

policy organizations who were concerned about the assimilation of the immigrant during the first 

decade and a half of the 20th century.  These reformers were able to influence the Bureau of 

Naturalization and the Bureau of Education in order to create formal governmental agencies to 

oversee and coordinate state and local Americanization initiatives, organize Americanization 

conferences, and also supply posters, pamphlets, and textbooks.  This “social movement” or 

“crusade” began as a “positive program” of education to meet the “problem” of immigration in 

the U.S. and it reached its pinnacle in the years 1915-16 as the U.S. geared toward entry into the 

war.  But a national hysteria concerning foreigners and anti-Americanism swept the country 

during and after the war up until 1920, which created more a “negative,” fearful, and coercive 

focus to Americanization initiatives.  It was also during this time, specifically in 1919, that 

federal funding for Americanization efforts were cut back, which caused the Bureau of 

Education to discontinue Americanization activities, and which left the Bureau of Naturalization 

as the sole federal body in charge of Americanization programs.  The Bureau of Naturalization’s 

activities were confined primarily to creating and distributing published materials (including 

textbooks), monitoring local Americanization activities, and working with the public schools to 

incorporate Americanization programs in the standard national curriculum.  It was also during 

1918-21 that Americanization efforts became more professionalized through academic 

departments of education and sociology, and Americanization was grafted as one plank in a 
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broader public school initiative of creating an adult educational system, which Hartmann argued 

was perhaps the greatest legacy of the movement.  The ideology of “Americanism” (and its 

various rhetorical forms) was rarely defined by reformers except in terms of the foreigner leaving 

behind the old ways in order to adopt a vague American identity.  Hartmann argued that this lack 

of definition underscored a cultural common identity shared by reformers and their audience, 

whereby, the “mission” of Americanization and the values of Americanism where taken for 

granted as self-evident norms, and thus, Hartmann compared it to other idealistic national 

“crusades” like abolitionism, woman’s suffrage, civil service reform, and the common school 

movement.4     

 The next historical treatment of the subject was published via a chapter in John 

Higham’s superb book on U.S. nativism and nationalism, Strangers in the Land (1955).5  

Higham discussed how the broader currents of xenophobia, nativism, and nationalism during the 

1890s concealed into a rampant and rabid nationalist crusade of “America for Americans” and 

“100 per cent Americanism” during and after World War I.  Fear of the foreigner gave way to a 

more ambiguous fear of “disloyalty,” “the gravest sin in the morality of nationalism,” which was 

any thought that might question the “Absolute and Unqualified Loyalty to Our Country.”  This 

search for disloyalty focused uncomfortably on “hyphenated Americans” (German-Americans in 

particular) and their ability to support not only the war effort, but the greater cause of American 

nationalism.  Infusing the search for disloyalty was a “positive and prescriptive” rhetorical 

abstraction that did not rise “to the dignity of a systematic doctrine:” “100 per cent 

Americanism.”  While there was no specific dogmatic or programmatic ritual to prove one’s 

“Americanism,” there were several assumptions underlying this phrase.  One was a “belligerent” 

demand for “universal conformity” to the “spirit of nationalism” and total national loyalty” to the 
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State, which was regulated through “the pressure of collective judgment.”  It was during 1917 

that “The American’s Creed” (“I pledge allegiance to the flag…”) was introduced as a classroom 

ritual in public schools to remind children of the object of their loyalty, but more so to 

rhetorically instill the virtue of “right-thinking, i.e. the enthusiastic cultivation of obedience and 

conformity.” 100 per cent Americanism, as Higham argued, was primarily a rhetorical affair of 

“propaganda” and “exhortation,” but with the onset of the war nationalists supported the 

expansion of state powers and “the punitive and coercive powers” of the state to support if not 

mandate loyalty and conformity.6   

The work of Higham and Hartmann are still the definitive historical treatments of 

Americanization and the Americanization movement, but neither one of them bothered to 

historically analyze or reconstruct actual Americanization programs at the micro level of local 

and institutional practice.  There have been few scholarly treatments since Hartmann and 

Higham that have revisited the Americanization movement, and fewer yet that have conducted 

original analysis of the extensive primary documents on either federal, state, local or institutional 

levels.7  There have been no books or scholarly monographs on the subject of the 

Americanization movement since 1948, and Hartmann and Higham remain to this day the most 

cited references in relation to this subject.  By the 1960s and 70s there was a rise of scholarly 

activity on numerous subjects related to the concept of Americanization, the Americanization 

movement, or various types of Americanization practices and programs.  But in order to find this 

literature researchers must range over many academic disciplines and disciplinary fields of study, 

and one finds mostly fragmented and narrow treatments that have little if any connection beyond 

disciplinary discourses.    
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There is one monograph of note during this time that must be mentioned because it has 

gained a reputation in the literature.  Robert A. Carlson’s The Quest for Conformity: 

Americanization through Education (1975; revised and expanded in 1987) was a somewhat 

influential study and it has been moderately cited by various scholars. 8  However, its reputation 

is somewhat baffling because this book is severely flawed as a work of scholarship.  For one, 

Carlson’s title is misleading because the book is not really about education.  It is a revisionist 

history of Americanization as a broader form of cultural indoctrination.  Although the book does 

discuss education throughout, it is highly generalized and it does not actually analyze educational 

processes per se except in noting that cultural indoctrination was conducted through schools and 

other educational forms.  The whole book suffers from a penchant for overgeneralization (many 

intricate topics get rushed over in a few paragraphs), and in light of Hartmann’s and Higham’s 

work, Carlson’s book has nothing really to offer except its theoretical framework.  Carlson’s 

book is really the only work to fully contextualize Americanization within the full scope of 

American history, and thereby, argue that “Americanization” has been a central preoccupation of 

political and cultural leaders.  But his basic argument consists of condemning all Americanizers 

as agents of “cultural genocide.”  In Carlson’s formulation, Americanization (and seemingly the 

whole of U.S. educational history) was nothing but a “policy of genocide of non-Caucasians.”  

Carlson’s thesis is an over-generalized, and in light of further contemporary scholarship, false, 

structural account of U.S. history positing a singular and monolithic WASP society 

“Americanizing” non-whites via a one-way process of cultural imperialism.9    

 Carlson’s work highlights an important problematic within the literature on 

Americanization.  The very term “Americanization” has always been, and continues to be, 

substantially ambiguous.  It is akin to other widely used socio-political slogans like “republican,” 
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“progressive,” or “liberal.”10  Most historians have treated the term “Americanization” as 

synonymous with the assimilation or integration of immigrants into mainstream American socio-

political culture.  Richard Hofstadter offhandedly linked “naturalization and Americanization” in 

his work on the progressive era.11  Alan Kraut broadly situated the term “Americanization” as an 

“ideology of mobility” permeating discussions of both cultural assimilation and specific forms of 

socialization via the institution of schooling.12  Kraut’s use of “Americanization” signified the 

gradual and conflicting process (the “cultural tug of war”) of assimilating the immigrant within 

American society.  Kraut’s broad usage is representative of the majority of scholars in history, 

literature, and the social sciences.13  Since the mid 1990s historians and social scientists have 

also acknowledged Americanization-as-assimilation as a racialized process imbued with white 

supremacy.  David Roediger has argued, “The process of Americanizing European immigrants 

acquired a sense of whiteness and of white supremacy,” and thus, there was a general conflation 

of “whiteness with Americanism.”14 

Gary Gerstle’s “Liberty, Coercion, and the Making of Americans” (1997) traced out the 

origins of the Americanization-as-assimilation concept all the way back to the 18th century 

French-American farmer, J. Hector St John De Crevecoeur.15  Gerstle argued that Crevecoeur’s 

conception of assimilation in Letters from an American Farmer (1782) was one of the “most 

influential mediations on what it means to become an American.”  Not only did the 

Crevecoeurian myth help define the early 20th century ideal of the “melting pot,” but it also 

influenced the way 20th century sociologists and historians conceptualized theories of 

assimilation (often using the term “Americanization”), which in tern had an influence on public 

policy and national debates.   
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Crevecoeur’s conception of Americanization pervaded the work of Robert E. Park and 

the Chicago school sociologists, but this school also criticized one part of the myth: the notion 

that assimilation was quick and easy.  Their work took place during a general “recoil” of liberal 

social scientists disturbed by the “reaction and intolerance” of the Americanization drives during 

World War I and the Red Scare.  Because the term Americanization gained such “a bad, nativist 

odor” after the war, it was dropped from the vocabulary of many liberal reformers and social 

scientists.  Many social scientists also began to believe that immigrant cultures were “resistant to 

assimilation,” which meant “no magical fusing” of cultures via the melting pot was taking place. 

The work of Oscar Handlin was a product of this critical environment, and he would serve as an 

important transitional figure leading to the eventual dismantling of the Crevecoeurian 

assimilationist theory by the “new” immigrant historians of the 1960s and 70s (Frank 

Thistlewaite, Rudolph J. Vecoli, and Herbert Gutmann).  However, some scholars have been 

charged with “resurrecting” parts of the Crevecoeurian myth, such as assimilation’s 

“emancipatory impulse.”16 

 Invoking radical scholars of the 1960s and the new scholarship of David R. Roediger and 

others, Gerstle criticized neo-Crevecoeurian scholars for not focusing enough on the complexity 

and constraints (class, gender, race, nation) of the Americanization process by which “social 

forces external to the immigrant” play a very significant, if not the most significant, role in the 

Americanization of immigrants.  Gerstle argued that “structure[s] of power” limited the options 

(and also often coerced) immigrants during the assimilation/Americanization process.  He 

reviewed the work of more critical “new” immigrant scholars (like Gutmann, Vecoli, Hoerder, 

Bodnar, Morawska, and Gabaccia) who viewed Americanism as a “cultural strategy” deployed 

by the wealthy and powerful (employers, natives, ethnic middle-class allies) to “augment” their 
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privileged position.  Americanization was thus a “surrender” or “capitulation” to “a capitalist 

order,” which could have positive effects for some immigrants (those few who could “make 

capitalism work for them”), but which had the negative effect for most by way of “acquiescing” 

in their own “oppression.”  Gerstle argued: “The elites were intent on becoming Crevecoeurian 

‘new men’; the masses wanted to remain who they were.”   

Gerstle also acknowledged the complexity of Americanization because “as indifferent or 

hostile to America” as immigrants could be, “a majority of the new immigrants stayed” and 

many of them went on to acquire not only an “American identity,” but also a “profound patriotic 

awakening.”  Gerstle criticized the overly optimistic accounts make by Fuchs, Sollors and 

Hollinger who seemed to argue for a theory of personal agency and a fluidness to identity that 

did not take into account the restrictiveness of structural constraints (especially race).  Gerstle 

argued, “race, even more than class and gender, still limits the options of those who seek to 

become American.”  Gerstle clearly believed that “historical circumstances and social structures 

undermined experiments in the fashioning of identity,” and he looked to newer studies on gender 

and working class Americanism (including his own), which have created a “synthesis between 

agency and structure” and, thereby, demonstrated how “Americanization involves both 

inventiveness and constraint:” America was not “simply a Crevecoeurian land of possibility,” it 

was also “a land of constraint.”   

 Despite the important social scientific and historical usage of Americanization as a term 

for assimilation, there have been some hidden costs in this terminology.  What has been lost is 

the specific historical context in which the term “Americanization” gained its wide currency.  

Part of the difficulty for a contemporary historian researching the Americanization movement 

and specific Americanization educational practices is the wide ahistorical usage of the term 
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“Americanization” in a diverse array of studies on immigration, assimilation, nationalism, and 

cultural socialization.17  “Americanization” is anything and everything concerned with the social, 

cultural, and political transformations of individuals and ethnic groups in America.  This 

ambiguous usage has also been revitalized in the late 20th century culture wars and given new 

currency as either a generalized act of cultural imperialism or an equally generalized act of 

national solidarity.18  While the usage of the term in its assimilationist sense is important in order 

to study U.S. nationalism and conflict over national identity and culture, it has also distracted 

from if not distorted our knowledge of the historical emergence and evolution of the early 20th 

century Americanization movement and its specific educational, social, legal, and institutional 

practices.  There is much work to be done on Americanization as a diverse and contradictory 

“progressive” social movement tied to specific macro historical contexts and micro institutional 

and individual practices.  The Americanization movement and specific Americanization 

practices have been largely neglected by social scientists and historians over the last fifty years. 

While there has been some very good work done in various areas, almost all scholarship is 

overly narrow, fragmented, and alienated from the larger body of diverse and disconnected 

literature.   

The most visible scholarship on the Americanization movement is found within the 

numerous histories and historiographies on the “Progressive Era” of U.S. history.  While most 

historical works on the Progressive era give some treatment of the Americanization movement it 

is often very briefly and generally mentioned, and sometimes this subject is blurred within a 

more general discussion (as noted above) of immigration and assimilation.19  There are many 

good historical treatments of the Americanization movement in various scholarly articles and in 

parts of historical books; however, these treatments as noted are fragmented along disciplinary 
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lines and very partial in their accounts.  For instance, there have been important political 

treatments of the Americanization movement in relation to law or the federal government.20  

There have been several treatments of the Americanization movement in relation to education, 

usually elementary education, but sometimes in relation to adult education or more to just 

educational processes generally.21  There have also been historical treatments of immigrants and 

education, which do not directly confront or even mention the Americanization movement.22  

There have been several treatments of the Americanization movement in relation to citizenship 

or citizenship education.23  There have been many treatments of the Americanization in relation 

to economic institutions, like businesses, factories, and labor camps.24  Historians have also 

explored the Americanization movement in relation to institutions and organizations like Social 

Settlement houses and the Catholic Church.25  There have also been many studies of 

Americanization in relation to gender and minority cultures.26  This particular literature has seen 

the largest growth in the last quarter century, but it also suffers from the most fragmentation as 

many of these studies are completely isolated from each other and the larger national and 

international (U.S. Imperialism) Americanization movement(s).  And finally Americanization as 

assimilation as well as the Americanization movement make many appearances in various 

histories of immigration and histories of ethnic groups in America.27   

What one learns in this vast and fragmented literature is that there has been little attempt 

to bridge disciplinary lines or topical studies in order to articulate a full and complex 

understanding of both Americanization as an international, national, state, and local movement, 

and also Americanization as a concrete historical practice on the institutional, programmatic, and 

individual level.  Hartmann’s seminal treatment, and many other important works since, have 

focused specifically on national and state level activities with very little attempt to integrate 
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national, state, and local levels together.  The Americanization movement was a highly localized 

affair and, as Hartmann demonstrated, both government and private Americanization agencies on 

both the national and state levels did their best to coordinate an ungovernable and highly 

dispersed grassroots movement.  Most historical treatments of the Americanization movement 

either give a monolithic WASP society trying to Americanize various ethnic groups or a highly 

detailed and localized history of a specific Americanization program with no mention of larger 

state and national affairs. 

 

Given the resurgence of immigration as a national issue and the armed intervention and 

social reconstruction of American troop in the Middle East, there needs to be greater awareness 

and understanding of the Americanization movement and its legacy.  But in order to articulate 

the importance of this subject with the aim of directing further studies, the field desperately 

needs a synthesis that can tie the myriad studies of the national, state, and local levels to the 

splintered studies of various “Americanized” ethnic groups and the specific programs of socio-

political localities.  But before this work can take place there needs to be a systematic search for 

all the scholarly work done on this historical movement, which is currently buried in various 

disciplinary and topical niches.   

Once some synthetic historiographical and historical works appear, then it will be 

important to start filling in the gaps of what we don’t know.  For instance, greater attention needs 

to be paid to the connection between individual, institutional, local, state, national initiatives, and 

international initiatives in order to more fully explain how the Americanization movement 

emerged, “moved,” evolved, and transformed educational policy and practice.  New studies 

would also need to incorporate the work of sociologists, political scientists, and psychologists in 
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order to analyze historical data via new social scientific theories.  Some of this theoretical work 

could include conceptions of ideology and nationalism, organizational and state theory, and 

critical race theories.  Social movement theory would be one especially useful tool with which to 

explain “structures and processes, established and emergent organizations, institutionalized 

authority, and transgressive contention” as well as the “connections between local or specialized 

fields and broader societal systems.”28   

Another theoretical framework that would be useful is Kevin J. Doughtery’s relative 

autonomy of the state theory, which argues that state officials (including educational 

administrators and teachers) had their own agendas that were “relatively autonomous” of interest 

group pressure (business, foundations, professional organizations, and popular coalitions), but 

were also influenced indirectly and directly by these interest groups through resource 

dependence and ideology.29  Using Doughtery’s theory, a historian could demonstrate how 

national and state organizations propagated potent nationalist and cultural ideologies of 

Americanism and offers of financial support for local Americanization initiatives, while as the 

same time demonstrate the “relatively autonomous” decisions and programs actually conducted 

by educational administrators, teacher training programs, and individual teachers in specific 

programs.   

There also needs to be much more detailed study of localized contexts of 

Americanization as an educational and not just a political or cultural endeavor.  This means a 

more systematic study of the educational processes that took place, which were used by specific 

educators in order to attempt to Americanize specific ethnic groups in specific localities.  This 

also means a more detailed and focus look at teachers, teaching methods, curriculum, curriculum 

designers, educational materials and contexts, and funding.  It also means looking into the 
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institutional and organizational histories of normal schools and teacher training programs in 

order to see how teachers were prepared to become Americanizers.  Educational and curricular 

purposes also need to be explored in relation to theories of ideology and, more particularly,  

theories of nationalism as an ideology, cultural system, and site of cultural conflict.30 

There also has been almost no work done on the larger effects or antecedents of the 

Americanization movement.  Very few studies link the continental Americanization movement 

to U.S. imperialism.  Robert A. Carlson’s The Quest for Conformity touched on this connection, 

and several disconnected articles focusing on single colonized groups have discussed the issue of 

cultural and martial imperialism via Americanization in U.S. colonies like Puerto Rico, Hawaii, 

Guam, the Philippines, and the continental Americanization of Native Americans and African 

Americans.  An important research question, which has not been full addressed by any historian, 

is the antecedent relationship between the 20th century Americanization movement and the 19th 

century Americanization efforts forced on Hawaiians, Philippinos, Native Americans, and freed 

black slaves.31  Another important focus that has been almost completely ignored is the effect of 

the Americanization movement on the development of civic education in the public schools, and 

the development adult education in the newly formed community colleges.32  While there has 

been some treatment of the Americanization movement in the public schools by historians such 

as David Tyack and others (see footnotes 16 and 17), there has been no historical studies 

conducted to my knowledge, which have linked the Americanization movement to the 

widespread emergence of adult education or the origins of the community college.33 

 Understanding the emergence of American national identity, the expansion of the liberal 

state, the institutionalization of American identity in Americanization programs, and the growing 

geo-political power of the United States are all interconnected issues for 20th century historians 
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and 21st century policy makers.  David A. Hollinger used the older warning of David M. Potter 

as a branching off point to reevaluate the historian’s usage of the nationalist paradigm.34  

Hollinger warned, “Nations can easily turn historians into tools,” but he added, “Nations are not 

the only formations that threaten to turn historians into tools.  Nonnational and antinational 

movements and solidarities can do the same.”  Historians are always negotiating ideological, 

cultural, personal, or conceptual allegiances and they “select and deselect with every sentence.”  

Besides, Hollinger noted, “there is still substantial room for a national narrative that speaks to the 

American public, and that even has among its several purposes the critical maintenance of the 

United States considered as a political solidarity.”  Hollinger stated quite directly: “to study the 

nation is not necessarily to be an ideological nationalist.”  And he explained how there are many 

opportunities to describe power, inequality, and human agency within national narratives, and 

there is also room to deconstruct and historicize national identities as well: “How has the United 

States drawn and redrawn its social borders to accommodate, repel, or subjugate this or that 

group, in defiance of its egalitarian and individualistic self-image?”  The study of 

Americanization, the early 20th century Americanization movement, and the multiple practices of 

Americanization programs by institutions and individuals comprise a complex ecology whereby 

issues of nationalism, internationalism, citizenship, patriotism, education, social control, 

exclusion, inequality, and social justice all come to the fore.  This Gordian knot waits for future 

historians not to cut, but to unwind in order to trace the complicated contradictions of American 

nationalism and progressive politics which haunt this country still. 
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