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Introduction

“What meaning . . . can continue to 
attach to such a term as the ‘American’ character?” questioned Henry James 
upon his return to the United States in 1904. It is a “challenge to speculation”; 
the native-born observer “doesn’t know, he can’t say, before the facts, and he 
doesn’t even want to know or say; the facts themselves loom . . . in too large 
a mass.”1 The question of who and what is an American, as old as the na-
tion itself, took on urgent intensity as the turn from the nineteenth to the 
twentieth century brought to the United States a massive influx of ethnically 
diverse foreigners largely from eastern and southern Europe. Their arrival 
between 1880, when the wave began, and 1924, when the legislation of a na-
tional quota system ended it, provoked extreme anxiety among native-born 
Americans struggling to maintain power and a sense of nation and self.

Not even one generation after the close of the Civil War, this forty-four-
year period began at a time when the very existence and nature of the 
Union seemed tenuous. Americans still questioned whether North and 
South would be able to reunite and under what conditions. The status and 
fate of the new population of freedmen remained under violent debate. 
Rapid industrialization and its attendant internal migrations and urban-
ization produced unprecedented opportunities and problems. The move 
away from a home-based economy shifted the sites of gender construction 
with as yet unknown consequences. And the simultaneous incursions of 
the United States into empire challenged the nation’s republican identity. 
Race, economy, class, gender, citizenship—all major constituents of indi-
vidual and national identity—now stood in flux.

Inseparable from these shifts, massive numbers of immigrants began 
to arrive. Between 1880 and 1924, more than twenty million newcomers 
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landed on U.S. shores.2 Not only unprecedented in number, they were un-
precedented in kind. No longer predominantly from northern and western 
Europe, these new immigrants came from southern and eastern Europe 
and Asia, with languages, customs, religions, ideologies, and economic 
experiences deemed radically different from those of the earlier arrivals. 
Confronting what Henry James called “a sense of chill” at this torrent of 
newcomers, native-born Americans wondered what the next generations 
would look like, how they would earn their living, what would become of 
their language, political systems, ways of life.3 “We are submerged beneath 
a conquest so complete that the very name of us means something not 
ourselves,” said Harvard professor Barrett Wendell, despairing at the threat 
to national and individual self-recognition this “conquest” wrought.4

Everything seemed up for grabs; anything seemed possible. It became 
more critical than ever to establish a definition of “us,” an ethic and narra-
tive of belonging by which Americanness could be established, transmit-
ted, maintained, and judged. A period of intense imaginings followed, as 
Americans of all stripes called upon a host of ideological, scientific, and 
literary discourses in an attempt to articulate and enforce their visions of 
the nation’s past, present, and future.

Central to these attempts was Theodore Roosevelt. A rising political star 
who, though a child of the elite, made his reputation by claiming to speak 
for the people against special interests and for what he would later call a 
“square deal,” Roosevelt was soon to become one of the best-known and 
most influential men of the period.5 “Americanism is a question of spirit, 
conviction, and purpose, not of creed or birthplace,” he declared in his de-
fining essay “True Americanism” (1894).6 Like later theorists of national-
ism, Roosevelt realized that a nation is an intangible entity located in the 
minds of its inhabitants.7 He insisted that Americanism is an animating 
principle, a system of beliefs, a shared story with “grandeur . . . lying before 
the eyes of every man who can read the book of America’s past and the 
book of America’s present.”8

Better than any president before him, Roosevelt understood from 
early on the narrative component of American identity and nationalism. 
He believed that America’s story needed to be told and told right in or-
der to unite and rally its inhabitants and to ensure that “their first loy-
alty [be] to nation and to decency in citizenship.”9 To this end, he wrote 
his own histories. He framed The Winning of the West as part of a larger 
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narrative of the “spread of the English-speaking peoples over the world’s 
waste spaces” and as a story of the power of the American wilderness 
to fuse mixed blood into a uniquely American race, forging its character 
and destiny.10 He told the story of New York as a progressive national-
ist morality tale, “a lesson in Americanism—a lesson that he among us 
who wishes to win honor in our life, and to play his part honestly and 
manfully, must be indeed an American in spirit and purpose, in heart 
and thought and deed.”11 He told Hero Tales from American History and 
depicted the life of a statesman in Gouverneur Morris as models of “those 
qualities of daring and lofty disinterestedness which we like to associate 
with the name American.”12 And he presented his own life story as proof 
that “no exercise of collective power will ever avail if the average indi-
vidual does not keep his or her sense of personal duty, initiative, and re-
sponsibility.”13 With these books and more, Roosevelt deliberately sought 
to craft a narrative of Americanness—American exceptionalism, race, 
manhood, character, responsibility, and mission.

At the same time, he called upon other writers with similar visions of 
America to construct a distinctive national literature. “These new sur-
roundings and the new strains in our blood interact with one another in 
such a fashion that our national type must certainly be new; and it will 
either develop no art and no literature or else the art and literature must 
be distinctly our own,” he declared.14 While contemporaneous European 
nationalists sought to locate national distinctiveness in the seemingly 
timeless folk, its “race spirit,” and epic tales, Roosevelt, as we shall find, 
invented a new, composite American race and insisted that its spirit be re-
vealed through the creation of a new, characteristic literature. He charged 
its authors “partly [to] express the soul of the nation, partly . . . [to] lead 
and guide the soul of the nation”; they were simultaneously to articulate 
America and to create America through the articulation.15

Roosevelt’s national literary project is well known.16 He praised contem-
poraneous authors, male and female, whom he thought contributed signif-
icantly: Owen Wister, Mark Twain, Joel Chandler Harris, Edward Arlington 
Robinson, Sarah Orne Jewett, and Mary Wilkins Freeman, to name just a 
few. Their work “smack[s] of our own soil, mental and moral, no less than 
physical.”17 Less understood, however, is Roosevelt’s realization that with 
the swell and shift in immigration, these authors could not fully represent 
or speak to the populace. A more encompassing national literature was 
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needed to “express . . . and guide the soul of the nation.” To this end, Roo-
sevelt promoted the work of a select group of ethnic authors writing about 
the immigrant. As he used his “Rough Riders” to establish a narrative of 
American masculinity and race, so Roosevelt used these “rough writers” to 
articulate a narrative of Americanism. Rough Writing: Ethnic Authorship in 
Theodore Roosevelt’s America examines the surprising place and implica-
tions of the immigrant and of ethnic writing in Roosevelt’s America and 
American literature.

“Learn to Think, Talk and Be United States”:  
Making Immigrants into Americans

In including the immigrant in American literature, Roosevelt had no in-
tention of creating a multicultural canon or multiculturalism more gen-
erally. He had a very particular view of who an immigrant must be and 
what he or she must accomplish to enter into American life and letters. 
“The mighty tide of immigration to our shores has brought in its train 
much of good and much of evil,” he declared in “True Americanism,” 
“and whether the good or the evil shall predominate depends mainly on 
whether these newcomers do or do not throw themselves heartily into 
our national life, cease to be Europeans, and become Americans like the 
rest of us.”18 Roosevelt demanded the cessation of one identity and the 
creation of a new one. He demanded a complete shift in national loyalty 
and political ideology as well:

There are certain ideas which [the immigrant] must give up. For in-
stance, he must learn that American life is incompatible with the ex-
istence of any form of anarchy, . . . and he must learn that we exact full 
religious toleration and the complete separation of Church and State. 
Moreover, he must not bring in his Old World religious, race, and na-
tional antipathies but must merge them into love for our common coun-
try, and must take pride in the things we can all take pride in. He must 
revere only our flag; not only must it come first, but no other flag should 
even come second. He must learn to celebrate Washington’s Birthday 
rather than that of the Queen or Kaiser, and the Fourth of July instead of 
St. Patrick’s Day.19
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Insisting that “we have a right, and it is our duty to demand . . . so,” Roo-
sevelt charged immigrants to divest themselves of prior national attach-
ments and to join America on its terms.20

Roosevelt believed such transformation was both necessary and pos-
sible. For if, as he said, “Americanism is a question of spirit, conviction, and 
purpose, not of creed or birthplace,” then anyone can share its convictions, 
join wholeheartedly in its purpose, and convert to its “civil religion”21—any-
one, that is, with the innate capacity and adequate civilization to practice 
Americanism.22 For while the once scrawny, asthmatic Roosevelt believed 
in the power of will to transform the individual and the power of environ-
ment to alter the character and body of both an organism and its offspring, 
he nonetheless held that not all individuals or races could yet be remade 
and fused into America. “It is urgently necessary to check and regulate our 
immigration . . . to keep out races which do not assimilate readily with 
our own, and unworthy individuals of all races—not only criminals, idiots, 
and paupers, but anarchists.”23 Race was central to Roosevelt’s thinking. As 
we will discover, defining “our own race” as a composite of northern and 
western European races made over in the “American crucible,” Roosevelt 
quite radically, among his peers, held that all Europeans immigrants, even 
those from eastern and southern Europe, could be absorbed into that race 
without altering its composition or character a jot. But other races—being 
either too different (the Japanese) or as yet too uncivilized (the Chinese 
and Africans)—could not be absorbed, nor could the mentally, morally, or 
politically defective. Roosevelt’s America was simultaneously a racial and a 
civic construct; not all could join, and those who could needed to learn to 
“think, talk, and be United States.”24

If newcomers accomplished this, then, Roosevelt insisted, native-born 
Americans had an obligation to stand with them “shoulder to shoulder, 
not asking as to the ancestry or creed of our comrades, but only demand-
ing that they be in very truth Americans, and that we work together, heart, 
hand, and head, for the honor and greatness of our country.”25 This was a 
progressive vision of civic responsibility that enabled the right newcomers 
to join the nation through their devotion and actions. Their willingness to 
put the good of the nation above all else, and to work for it, entitled them 
to equal status among its citizens.

Of course, many in this era would not agree with Roosevelt’s conception 
of the nation or with his notion of the possibility and means of joining it. 
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As the nativist Alfred P. Schultz observed derisively in 1908, “We know that 
nature is more powerful than theory, and that the individual is the product 
of many generations, and yet we believe that the reading of the Declaration 
of Independence will change the essence of the child.” Refuting Roosevelt’s 
claims, he argued instead, “This is the truth: schools, political institutions, 
and environment are utterly incapable to produce anything. No man can 
ever become anything else than he is already potentially and essentially.”26 
Defining America as Anglo-Saxon and even its European newcomers as 
racially other, inferior, and nonwhite,27 Schultz insisted that these arrivals 
were entirely lacking the physical stuff of Americanness. Famed eugenicist 
Madison Grant would further popularize such claims, arguing in 1916 that 
it was “pathetic and fatuous” to believe “in the efficacy of American insti-
tutions and environment to reverse or obliterate immemorial hereditary 
tendencies.”28 Along with a growing chorus of nativists, Grant and Schultz 
concluded that since it is impossible to turn immigrants into Americans, 
the nation must slam shut its doors and adopt a eugenic policy to deal 
with the non-Anglo-Saxon already within its borders.

Similarly defining national identity and heritage racially, the philoso-
pher Horace Kallen, who would go on to cofound the New School for So-
cial Research, declared in 1915, “Men may change their clothes, their poli-
tics, their wives, their religions, their philosophies, to a greater or lesser 
extent: they cannot change their grandfathers.”29 For Kallen, as for Schultz 
and Grant, the distinctive character of the immigrant is a biological es-
sence that could not be cast off. But rather than fearing these unalterable 
distinctions, Kallen embraced them. Articulating an ideology of what he 
would later term “cultural pluralism,” Kallen argued that “as in an orches-
tra, every type of instrument has its specific timbre and tonality, founded 
in its substance and form; as every type has its appropriate theme and 
melody in the whole symphony, so in society each ethnic group is the nat-
ural instrument, its spirit and culture are its theme and melody, and the 
harmony and dissonances and discords of them all make the symphony of 
civilization.”30 Each immigrant group and its descendants would retain its 
own spirit, sound, and ways, contributing these unaltered to the harmoni-
ous pluralist collective that would be the United States.

Like Kallen, leading intellectual and famed pacifist Randolph Bourne in-
sisted in 1916: “What we emphatically do not want is that these distinctive 
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qualities should be washed out into a tasteless, colorless fluid of unifor-
mity. Already we have far too much of this insipidity.” But rather than limit-
ing each immigrant to the legacy of his grandfather, Bourne called for the 
inhabitants of the United States to create for themselves a “new spiritual 
citizenship . . . of the world,” “a trans-nationality, a weaving back and forth, 
with the other lands, of many threads of all sizes and colors.”31 Living in 
the United States among peoples of all different origins and experiences, 
both the individual and the nation at large have the opportunity to select 
their affinities and affiliations, forging a cosmopolitan identity that would 
indeed revise the horrific errors of European nationalism and usher in a 
millennial era of peace. Bourne, Kallen, Schultz, and Grant exemplified al-
ternative ways of thinking about immigrants and their potential impact 
on the nation, for good and ill.

But despite growing arguments for recognition in some circles of what 
Jane Addams called “immigrant gifts,” changing the nation for the better, 
and in others of the “immigrant menace” threatening to overwhelm it, 
Roosevelt held fast to the claim that America had altered little since its 
founding. Despite the developing science of genetics, which asserted that 
the nature of races and individuals was fixed, Roosevelt continued to as-
sert the earlier ideas of Jean-Baptist Lamarck, that bodies and peoples 
could be altered by environment; thus immigrants could be made into 
Americans in the United States. And despite his own increasing anxiety 
during World War I over the political loyalties of European émigrés, Roo-
sevelt continued to insist stridently in 1915 that “a hyphenated Ameri-
can is not an American at all. . . . But if he is heartily and singly loyal to 
this Republic, then no matter where he was born, he is just as good an 
American as any one else.”32 As Rough Writing reveals, science, race, gen-
der, class, economics, politics, progressivism, and the desire to believe 
in an America that was simultaneously open yet impermeable underlay 
Roosevelt’s claims and shaped his interactions with both immigrants 
and their stories. And while the claims of Schultz and Grant would be 
embraced by the increasingly influential eugenics movement of the 1920s 
and 1930s, and the ideas of Kallen and Bourne would be revived later in 
the century by multiculturalists, until the end of his life in 1919, the views 
Theodore Roosevelt represented held sway, shaping the nation’s official 
claims, policies, and narrative.33
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“The Book of America’s Past and the Book of  
America’s Present”

It is no coincidence that “True Americanism,” Roosevelt’s first major essay 
laying out the obligations of and to new immigrants, was simultaneously 
a call to literary arms. Roosevelt recognized that for America to become 
the primary source of identity and belonging for all its citizens, it needed 
to be narrated, broadcast, and promoted in popular form. This was to 
be a national and nationalist literature, not a sectional, international, or 
transnational one, Roosevelt insisted, eschewing “the patriotism of the 
village,” along with “lack of all patriotism,” “hyphenated” patriotism, and 
their literary expressions.34 Inserting himself into the debate over literary 
regionalism, Roosevelt maintained that “we should keep steadily in mind 
the futility of talking of a Northern literature or a Southern literature, an 
Eastern or a Western school of art or science. Joel Chandler Harris is em-
phatically a national writer; so is Mark Twain. . . . They write as Ameri-
cans for all people who can read English.”35 While some saw literature 

Roosevelt addresses a 
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focused on the particularities of place as a means of preserving regional 
distinctiveness and independence against the increasingly centralized 
state, Roosevelt saw it as a means of consolidating the state, of building 
a unified American story and nation through its diverse parts.36 As he 
wrote elsewhere, American literature must represent regional diversity 
in a way that is “representative of all the local features of our compos-
ite nationality.”37 It must be national, not sectional, he insisted less than 
thirty years after the Civil War. At the same time, American literature 
and its authors should not “mold themselves in conventional European 
forms,” exhibiting a “spirit of colonial dependence on, and exaggerated 
deference to, European opinion.”38 “Thus it is with the undersized man 
of letters who flees his country because he, with his delicate, effeminate 
sensitiveness, finds the conditions of life on this side of the water crude 
and raw; in other words, because he finds that he cannot play a man’s 
part among men, and so goes where he will be sheltered from the winds 
that harden stouter souls,” Roosevelt added, with an assault on both the 
Americanness and the masculinity of expatriate writers in particular.39 
Americans and American literature must be nationalist, not parochial, 
internationalist, or cosmopolitan.

Roosevelt clearly feared not only for the loyalties of the immigrant but 
for the “true Americanness” of the native born. “It is not only necessary to 
Americanize the immigrants of foreign birth who settle among us, but it is 
even more necessary for those of us who are by birth and descent already 
Americans not to throw away our birthright,” he declared.40 And popular 
literature was a central means of Americanizing them all.41

Though “True Americanism” does not explicitly mention immigrant lit-
erature, Roosevelt’s anxiety over the values and national orientation of na-
tive-born Americans and their writings created a space for alternative sites 
of production. “I for one would heartily throw in my fate with the men of 
alien stock who were true to the old American principles rather than with 
the men of the old American stock who were traitors to the old American 
principles,” Roosevelt proclaimed in his speech “Race Decadence” (1911).42 
In the face of a failing native stock, Roosevelt looked to immigrants of 
the “right ideals” for both the biological and cultural reproduction of the 
nation. He called upon them to make America and Americans—to have 
more children, to work actively to reform social ills, and to create a new, 
distinctly American literature.
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To articulate and disseminate a truer Americanism, Roosevelt fostered 
the writings of non-Anglo writers of the “right principles,” actively promot-
ing or involving himself in the literary production of writers of diverse Eu-
ropean backgrounds explored here, including Jacob Riis, Elizabeth Stern, 
and Finley Peter Dunne. He also backed the “American work” of the Brit-
ish Jew Israel Zangwill, whose play The Melting Pot set the terms of the 
discussion for years to come.43 The social reformer, autobiographer/novel-
ist, humorist, and dramatist, respectively, provided diverse public forums 
for the articulation of “true Americanness” in popular form. Their explicit 
focus on assimilation, race, nationalism, domesticity, class, manhood, and 
reform provided ideal opportunities to present key positions to the public. 
Through these writers, Roosevelt could spread his ideas to new audiences 
in plays, books, women’s magazines, and newspapers. Through them, he 
could model for immigrants the terms of assimilation, enflame old-stock 
Americans with the passion of the new recruits, and demonstrate his own 
progressivism, his “square deal” to folks of (almost) any background with 
the right American values.

And what of the writers themselves? The apparently increasing aban-
donment of national ideals and responsibilities by old-stock Americans 
and particularly old-stock American writers created a frightening ideologi-
cal and cultural gap for the nation. But for ethnic writers with dreams of 
establishing themselves, this breach produced a unique opportunity. They 
could reassert for the nation the values it wanted to believe defined it, cre-
ating in the process a place for themselves and their ethnic communities 
in America.

What did it mean for these authors to win the patronage of a presi-
dent of the United States? The sense of flattery and chosenness was un-
imaginable, but so, often, were the attendant demands. To win Roosevelt’s 
support—to have him author a preface, favorable review, or blurb—these 
writers generally had to conform in some way to his notion of the “true 
American.” The pressure was sometimes indirect, but so huge a national 
presence had Roosevelt become, so dominant his narrative of American-
ness and the means of achieving it, that for all, he was their imagined au-
dience, and his vision had to be engaged.

But the stories these writers told were not always the stories Roosevelt 
wanted to hear or even the ones he thought he heard. Israel Zangwill’s 
scientific vision of the melting pot was radically different from Roosevelt’s, 



Introduction 11

threatening the stability of the “American race” as the president imagined 
it. Jacob Riis’s proud dual loyalty and active transnationalism challenged 
Roosevelt’s demand for “only one flag.” Elizabeth Stern’s subtle questioning 
of progressive domesticity undercut the gender and class assumptions on 
which race and nationalism relied. And Finley Peter Dunne’s brazen eth-
nic challenge to Roosevelt’s articulations of masculinity, race, nation, and 
progressivism—indeed to his very “true Americanism”—shook the presi-
dent’s carefully constructed image of himself and the nation. Still, Roose-
velt backed these authors and their work.

The direct connection between Roosevelt and these writers and the 
complexities of their associations demonstrate again the impact of “offi-
cial narratives” on the lives and stories of individuals: all but one of these 
authors, for instance, tell their story as a narrative of transformation, of 
becoming American.44 But this was never a one-way street. Not only do 
these authors anxiously or boldly revise or contest this convention and its 
scientific, racial, nationalist, class, gender, and political underpinnings, but 
they do so before its primary champion, Theodore Roosevelt, pushing him 
and the nation he represented to confront the realities of their America. In 
supporting them, Roosevelt engulfed their work into a particular national-
ist framework, but simultaneously and inadvertently he opened the nar-
rative of Americanism to alternative notions of race, nationalism, gender, 
class, and politics. The rhetoric and dream of “true Americanism” afforded 
both the immigrant and the native born the flexibility to shift emphasis 
and make room for diversity as the occasion arose, while at the same time 
setting and modifying the limits of acceptability.

In examining this give-and-take, Rough Writing confronts as well the 
ways in which the official rhetoric of the period continues to confound 
our understanding of how America was written and lived by both “new 
and old stock.” The popularity of the “melting-pot” trope has obscured 
its contested scientific underpinnings and their ramifications. The World 
War I calls to “100% Americanism” and later claims of national unity and 
consensus muffled not only the reality but the tolerance of immigrant 
transnationalism during this prior period. The increased acceptance of 
progressive middle-class norms for gender and the home has hidden early 
resistance, just as the accepted history of progressivism has covered over 
the critique of its exclusions from ethnic quarters. Understandings, experi-
ences, and representations of American life were far more complex and 
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contradictory in this period than previously realized. And yet, they were 
brought together in this literature, a meeting place of diverse ideas and 
people who drew on each other to foster their own often disparate goals 
and visions of America.

Though only particular types of narratives by or about particular types 
of immigrants were officially sanctioned by Roosevelt, nonetheless, his 
powerful assertion of the Americanness of these fraught “ethnic texts” 
opened a space for other immigrant and ethnic writers, providing models 
for subsequent generations to imitate and revise. And though the bound-
aries remained circumscribed, they stretched, expanding the canon of 
American literature in a way that, at a later time and under other circum-
stances, would authorize and direct the creation of a broader, multicultural 
national literature. In exposing the early origins of this development, Rough 
Writing complicates our notions of power relations, narrative processes, 
true Americanness, and the creation of a national American literature at 
the turn of the twentieth century with implications into the twenty-first.


