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From “Anti-Communism” to “Anti-Racial Discrimination’;
An Analysis of the Debate Regarding the Revision of American
Immigration Policy, 1952-1965

<Summary>
Miya (Shichinohe) Suga

This paper explores the reasons for the transformation of American immigration
policy through major revisions of immigration laws in 1952 and 1965. The 1952 and
1965 immigration revisions became one of the biggest changes in U. S. immigration law,
The controversial national origins quota system was finally abolished in 1965 and in the
course of discussions on immigration reforms, the basic principles of post war
immigration were delineated: reuniting families and inviting more highly skilled
immigrants. Scrutinizing the debate of the 1952 and 1965 cases reveals the significance
of the rhetoric of the time; “anti-communism” and “anti-racial discrimination” were
significant causes behind these major revisions of the immigration law.

Under the so-called “Cold War mentality™, the rhetoric quite frequently used in the
discussion in the 1952 case was “anti-communism™ and “the integrity of the nation”. The
national origins quota system, which had been in effect from 1929, was criticized
because of its discrimination against Southern and Eastern Europeans and Asians.
However, led by Senator Patrick A. McCarran of Nevada, who then served as the
chairman of the Senate Judiciary Committee, the propenents of the national origins quota
system were adamant in reiterating that it had no hint of racial discrimination, When they
justified the system, they stressed that this system could preserve “cultural affinity” while
overshadowing the original purpose of the system, to keep “racial homogeneity” in

American society. To McCarran and other conservative congressmen, immigrants were
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dangerous and potential communists, so much of the discussion was domestic in nature
focusing on how to protect the country from subversive aliens. It was ironic that this
debate did not fully investigate the discriminatory nature of the national origins formula
per se. Instead, the liberal congressmen also frequently used the rhetoric of “anti-
American” to criticize the conservatives. This debate turned out to be futile, since both
the liberals and the conservatives used this term in totally different contexts.

The 1965 immigration debate can be characterized by its rhetoric of “anti-
discrimination”, “leader of the Free World”, and “humanitarianism”, The State
Department and liberals including then Attorney General Robert Kennedy raised the
issue of the significance of humanitarian aspects and international relations on
immigration issues. However, discussion on the mechanisms of international migration
was limited. As President Johnson proposed immigration reform as part of the “Great
Society™ agenda, the discussion was in line with the Civil Rights movements of the era
and so was the rhetoric of the debate, At the same time, it was ironic that the rheroric of
“anti-discrimination™ was so powerful that “anti-discrimination” became an excuse for
the conservative side to impose a numerical ceiling on the countries of the Western
Hemisphere for the first time in history, That is, those who sought to curb immigration
from South American countries claimed to be creating a “fair and just system to the rest
of the world™ by terminating the non-quota preference status to the immigrants from the
Western Hemisphere.

Therefore, by looking at the policy discussion from 1952 to 1965, it can be said that
immigration policy was not only a product of realistic factors such as economic or
international factors implications, but of ideological, symbolic, and emotional factors, all
of which were associated with more urgent social issues of each decade, anti-communism

(or communist purge) and the civil rights movement.



