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Introduction 

During the Progressive era, tens of millions of immigrants came to the United States from 
Europe to fulfill their American dream. During this period most came from southern and eastern 
Europe, particularly from Italy, Russia, and the Slavic countries. Many of the “new” immigrants 
came from poor regions and often had little formal education; literacy, therefore, became a 
benchmark for their acceptability as Americans. 

The Immigration Restriction League (IRL), founded by Harvard graduates and led by Prescott F. 
Hall, lobbied for stricter rules on immigration. In 1903, the IRL drew up a report to argue its case 
and identify those immigrants it deemed “undesirable,” as opposed to those “whose character 
and standards fit them to become citizens”: 

[W]hile there has been some increase in the immigration from Northern and 
Western Europe, the great proportion of immigration has come as usual from the 
less desirable races of Southern and Eastern Europe, and there has been a 
considerable influx of illiterate Japanese. 

William Williams, Commissioner at New York, is quoted as declaring that, as a result of this 
demographic shift, 

at least 200,000 (and probably more) aliens came here who, although they may be 
able to earn a living, yet are not wanted, will be of no benefit to the country, and 
will, on the contrary, be a detriment, because their presence will tend to lower our 
standards. 

In 1917, this influential lobbying group, with the help of powerful political allies, got Congress 
to pass a literacy test as part of the 1917 Immigration Act. The IRL essentially determined which 
ethnic groups had the “character and standards” worthy of acceptance in America. 

Questions for Discussion 

Read the introduction and study the complete pamphlet. Then apply your knowledge of 
American history to answer the following questions: 

1. Imagine that you could interview Prescott F. Hall of the Immigration Restriction League. 
How would he explain the reason for the establishment of the Immigration Restriction 
League and its objectives, and how would you respond? 

2. By nationality, which potential immigrants would have been included among the 
Immigration Restriction League’s “less desirable races”? 

3. According to the Immigration Restriction League, what would have been the effect on the 
United States of the continued admission of “undesirables”? 

4. Who did William Williams, Commissioner at New York, hold responsible for 
encouraging immigration at the turn of the century? 
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Immigration Figures for 1903, Immigration Restriction League, Publication No. 38, Boston, 1903, page 1. 
(Library of Congress, Rare Book and Special Collections Division)
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Immigration Figures for 1903, page 2. (Library of Congress, Rare Book and Special Collections Division) 
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Immigration Figures for 1903, page 3. (Library of Congress, Rare Book and Special Collections Division) 
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Immigration Figures for 1903, page 4. (Library of Congress, Rare Book and Special Collections Division) 
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