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Dillingham’s long-standing concern over the decline in rural republi-
can virtue and morality led to probes of prostitution, insanity, and pov-
er~" "mong urban immigrants. Each of these studies predictably supported
th  otion that southern and eastern Europeans made up the largest group
that brought the evils of immorality and impoverishment to the republic.43
The commission cited 1900 census data to show that a majority of north-
ern and western Europeans had taken up farming and concluded it un-
necessary to further document their settlement patterns. Pointing to data
from agricultural regions devoid of Asians and southern and eastern
Europeans, the commission maintained that these were “nonagricultural
races.”*6

The bulk of the studies centered on urban immigrant induswuial labor,
the antithesis of Vermont’s husbandry. Over a million questionnaires were
distributed in 200 industrial centers to probe the personal habits and liv-
ing conditions of the urban immigrant proletariat. From the responses,
the commission contended that unskilled, illiterate, single male south-
ern and eastern Europeans composed the majority of the nation’s urban
labor force. The commission held these newcomers culpable for the most
acute social and economic problems in the early twentieth century,
including the financial panic of 1907. According to the commission,
these new arrivals threatened to unravel and transform rural American
civilization.

In 1911, after four years of exhaustive study (the findings of which filled
forty-one volumes of Senate reports), Dillingham submitted to Congress
a list of potential methods to restrict immigration from southern and east-
ern Europe. Authenticated by Progressive science and justified “by eco-
nomic, moral, and social considerations,” the commission’s list of solu-
tions to the “immigration question” began by proposing literacy tests.*’
A second recommendation advocated quotas by national origin to limit
“the number of each race arriving each year to a certain percentage.”*?
Other suggestions included the exclusion of unskilled workers without
wives, an increase in entry fees, and a head tax that would favor men
with families.

Consumed by xenophobia in the wake of the commission’s findings,
Dillingham perceived illiteracy as a contagion and southern and eastern
Europeans as its carriers. As president of the board of trustees and chair-
man of the executive committee of the Montpelier Seminary during the
1910s, Dillingham applied the findings of the commission to the 1911-1912
curriculum by stressing that “no other accomplishment can take the place
of the ability to speak and write pure English.”#° In the Senate in 1912
he introduced a bill calling for reading and writing tests as well as in-
creased federal authority to exclude and deport undesirables. Although









against those of Hebrew descent is . . . thoughtless and cruel. . . . [They]
constitute an element which should be utilized rather than rejected in
the development of our Nation.”s2

In May 1921 Dillingham’s quotas easily passed in Congress.%3 Dilling-
ham lived to see the renewal of his system of quotas in 1922. After his
death in 1923, strong nativist tendencies in Congress prompted the quotas
to be reduced to 2 percent of the nationality resident in 1890. Dillingham
had brought Vermont’s nativist sentiments into play in the formulation
of U.S. immigration policy, establishing a pattern of restrictive laws that
endured until 1968.

Vermont nativists perceived the transformation of the United States
from a homogeneous rural Protestant republic to a culturally heteroge-
neous urban industrial nation as a loss of virtue. Their alarm mounted
as the state experienced a decline in rural population and economic stag-
nation in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Scientific
theories abetted nativist assertions, seeming to provide credibility to argu-
ments for immigration restriction. Nativists in Vermont ascribed a loss
of American ideals, identity, and status to immigrants and took part in
national nativist reactions by striking at what they believed to be the sources
of rural decay.
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