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Abstract.  This article explores the history of the little-known polyg-
amy exclusion in the 1891 Immigration Act. Tracing the development
of this polygamy restriction in the late nineteenth century, the article
shows how anxieties about the European migration of Mormon con-
verts shaped immigration legislation, which was then almost immedi-
ately redirected to regulate the migration of Turkish immigrants by
the early 1900s. Racialized as “American Mohammedans,” Mormons
came to embody a foreign, “uncivilized,” and semi-imperial threat for
many nineteenth-century Americans. As the persecution of Mormons
receded in the 1890s, however, the increasing visibility of Muslim
immigrants from the Ottoman Empire fed new fears about religious
difference, racial inferiority, and sexual and marital deviance. US
immigration officials addressed such concerns by attempting to apply
the polygamy exclusion on Turkish immigrants, but soon found them-
selves at the center of diplomatic tensions between US and Ottoman
officials. Analyzing the imperial negotiations at play as US immigra-
tion law ran up against the power of the Ottoman Empire, the article
brings deeper attention to the ways in which the policing of polygamy
and “proper” marital formations were ultimately shaped by anxieties
over race, religion, and empire.

ON MARCH 3, 1891, CONGRESS PASSED A LAW to exclude certain
categories of foreigners from admission into the United States. The restric-
tions on “idiots, insane persons, [and] paupers or persons likely to become
a public charge” were not new; the General Immigration Act of 1882 had
already prohibited similar categories of immigrants from landing at a port of
entry.! The 1891 law, however, expanded the categories of exclusion, adding
“persons suffering from a loathsome or a dangerous contagious disease” to
the list, as well as those convicted of a crime “involving moral turpitude.”
In a novel and peculiar twist, Congress also decided to add “polygamists™ to
the catalog of persons who were barred from gaining entry into the United
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States.? By 1907, the anti-polygamy bar in US immigration law was modi-
fied to exclude not only practicing polygamists, but also anyone who merely
admitted to a “belief in the practice of polygamy.”

The attention that American lawmakers gave to polygamy in the context
of US immigration law may seem odd, given migration trends at the turn
of the twentieth century. Between 1880 and 1921, over 23.5 million immi-
grants—mostly European—came to the United States. By 1900, the main
sources of immigration had shifted from northern and western Europe to
southern and eastern Europe, with Italy, Greece, Russia, Lithuania, and
Latvia among the most heavily represented countries of origin.* None of
these European regions, however, included countries obviously associated
with polygamy. Rather, polygamy was a marital institution most popularly
linked to The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, more popularly
known as Mormonism, a religion that originated from within the United
States during the early nineteenth century.’ For these reasons, and because
turn-of-the-century immigration laws generally proved ineffective in curtail-
ing European migration, scholars of US immigration frequently overlook
the 1891 Act.® The immigration bar on polygamists seems no more than an
eccentric entry, made by turn-of-the-century restrictionists and their kitchen-
sink approach to immigration policy. Indeed, as US Commissioner General
of Immigration Terence Powderly admitted in 1902, cases of exclusion on
the basis of polygamy “are so few as to give little trouble or concern to the
government officials.”’

Despite its marginal application as an exclusionary measure, the anti-
polygamy bar in US immigration law speaks volumes to ongoing anxieties
surrounding immigration, religion, and race during the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries. As immigration scholars such as Gerald L. Neuman,
Anna O. Law, and Hidetaka Hirota have already pointed out, for much of the
nineteenth century the United States lacked federal immigration restriction
laws, leaving it to state and local governments to regulate the migration of
newcomers.® But once restrictionists realized that they could potentially har-
ness the power of the federal government to contain the admission of “unde-
sirable” groups, the legislative floodgates opened, as it were, and the 1880s
erupted with congressional activism around immigration—most forcefully
against the Chinese, but also with the country’s first general immigration act.’
At the same time, the 1880s emerged as a critical decade during which popu-
lar antagonism towards Mormonism—and its highly controversial embrace
of polygamy—also assumed aggressive federal forms, with the passage of
several powerful laws targeting the Mormon Church, its property, and its
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leaders.”” In the campaign against Mormonism, the 1891 Immigration Act
and its polygamy exclusion offered yet another legal mechanism by which
opponents sought to weaken the Mormon Church. Between 1840 and 1887,
over 85,000 European converts had immigrated to the United States and
purchased train tickets to join Mormon settlements in the US West.!! For
some critics, cutting off this flow of immigration was key to disrupting the
growth of Mormon power in the West.

This article examines the history of Mormon migration to the United
States and the subsequent efforts to restrict this migration by means of the
1891 Immigration Act.!? Nineteenth-century backlash against Mormonism
not only generated critiques of the religion as un-Christian (at least accord-
ing to mainstream Protestant standards) but also painted its adherents as
sexually deviant, morally bankrupt, and racially suspect. Focusing on the
marital and sexual practices of polygamous Mormon households, opponents
denounced the whole religious organization as barbaric, uncivilized, and un-
American. As detractors compared Mormons to racialized and exoticized
“others”—including Asians and “Mohammedans” whose cultures recog-
nized non-monogamous family arrangements—contemporary criticism of
Mormonism figuratively placed Mormons outside the United States and
colored them as less than white. With the Mormon Church’s formal renun-
ciation of the practice of polygamy in 1890, however, anxiety over the so-
called Mormon menace began to subside. As a final legislative blow against
an already significantly weakened Mormon Church, the 1891 Immigration
Act ultimately remained a mostly symbolic gesture in the campaign against
Mormonism, and the anti-polygamy bar in immigration law might have just
as immediately faded into obscurity.

The immigration of Muslim Turks, however, animated new questions about
suspected polygamists and the regulation of their migration into the country.
The criticisms against Mormons who were too similar to “Mohammedans”
soon morphed into the policing of actual “Mohammedans” or more specifi-
cally, Muslim Turks, who were arriving in increasing numbers by the turn of
the century, and who then emerged as the new target for the application of the
anti-polygamy bar by US immigration officials.!* The scrutiny of supposed
polygamists at the nation’s borders thus shifted directions in unexpected ways,
from Mormons to Muslims, and from northern and western Europe to the
Ottoman Empire. In the process of regulating Turkish immigration, more-
over, US officials not only reaffirmed the role of immigration law in shaping
the religious and racial dimensions of the United States’ growing popula-
tion, but also negotiated new imperial landscapes. Responding to Ottoman
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complaints of anti-Turkish prejudice in the enforcement of the polygamy
exclusion, immigration officials found themselves repeatedly at the center of
delicate diplomatic negotiations; pressured by the US State Department to
maintain positive foreign relations with the Ottoman Empire, immigration
officials were forced to balance the competing geopolitical interests of the
Ottoman government and the United States.

Notwithstanding its seemingly negligible enforcement, then, the 1891 anti-
polygamy bar offers a new occasion for immigration historians to bring
religion into growing conversations about race, sex, and empire in US immi-
gration law and policy at the turn of the twentieth century.!* Historians of
European immigration have long recognized the ways in which the sacred
texts and spiritual rites of Catholic and Jewish immigrants ran counter to
American Protestant norms, exposing newly arrived worshippers to varying
degrees of anti-immigrant prejudice and hostility during the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries.!> While immigration scholarship has widened
significantly in the past thirty years to address the migrations of diverse Asian,
Latin American, and African groups, scholars themselves have retreated from
addressing the religious lives of these migrants, succumbing to secularist ten-
dencies and world views.'* Only more recently are historians and sociologists
again emphasizing religion as a central theme in immigration studies—as a
source of institutional protection and relief that facilitates the integration
of certain groups while providing refuge for others deemed to be too “alien”
and inassimilable. Indeed, the growing attention by immigration historians
to the sanctuary movement and to the role of religious institutions in politi-
cal struggles over immigrant rights underscores the central role that religion
has played in shaping immigrant experiences.’ Still, the relationship between
religion and race remains largely overlooked by immigration scholars, and few
have taken up a call made in 2009 by Lori Pierce, Paul Spickard, and David
Yoo to consider how “the dominant narratives of migration and religion in
the United States begin to look quite different when race and racism operate
as a central framework.”!®

This article highlights religion—and the racialization of non-Protestant
religions—in shaping immigration law and policy, complicating our usual
secular understandings of racial restrictions in federal immigration policy in
the late nineteenth century.!® Religion offers a new vantage point for under-
standing how Mormons and “Mohammedans”—not to mention Catholics,
Jews, Buddhists, and Hindus—were racialized in a post—Civil War society
undergoing intense social, economic, and geopolitical transformation. As
white supremacists hijacked Reconstruction and paved the way for a Jim Crow
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South and anti-Black policies throughout the country, the federal government
took violent action to erase Native Nations from the US West while white
settlers claimed their place as the new “native” Americans. In a postbellum
nation increasingly defined by not only a more starkly drawn Black-white
divide, but also new political and legal boundaries between the “native” (white
settler) and the “alien” (Chinese and Indigenous), where and how would new
immigrants fit into this evolving racial landscape?* The perceived deviancy of
Mormon and Muslim polygamous sexuality offered critics a way to racialize
each group as not necessarily white but not Black either, and fundamentally
alien even if, as in the case of Mormons, the immigrants were from otherwise
familiar northern and western European countries. While religious difference
alone provided an insufficient basis for exclusionary immigration laws, the
polygamous tenets of each group offered a ready platform on which restric-
tionists could transform powerful ideas about religion, race, and sex into
immigration policy.

The imperial implications of polygamous reproduction, moreover, intensi-
fied the perceived racial threat of Mormons and presented a “racial script,”
as Natalia Molina might put it, for the exclusion of Muslim subjects of the
Ottoman Empire.?! This article thus also begins to thread questions of empire
into the history of religion, race, and immigration at the turn of the twen-
tieth century, and explores how polygamy could make immigration a more
pressing matter for a settler colonial society like the United States. Historians
have dramatically reframed the study of US immigration law and history in
the past two decades, complicating and enriching the traditional domestic,
nation-bound frameworks with international, transnational, and global per-
spectives and pushing for new understandings of how US immigration law
has extended far beyond its immediate borders.??> As Paul Kramer reminds
us, “While often treated as a ‘domestic’ matter, U.S. immigration policy has
always intersected with more global concerns about the status, extension,
and maintenance of the United States’ power in the world.”> Though the
migration of Muslims to the Americas was not new—Iberian moriscos and
enslaved Muslim Africans comprised some of the earliest arrivals to the
New World during the colonial era, expanding the Islamic world across the
Pacific into Latin America and the Caribbean—and although the migration
of Ottoman subjects at the turn of the twentieth century remained minis-
cule compared to European figures, the early Turkish migrations represent
the first substantial immigration of Muslims to the United States, begging
further exploration.?* The application of the anti-polygamy bar in the case
of Muslim Turks exposed the intersections of US immigration law and the
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global politics of empire as the Ottoman power was in decline. Examining
how American anxieties over Mormon reproductive practices transformed
into the regulation of Turkish immigrants in the years leading up to World
War I, this article builds on existing bodies of literature connecting the “for-
eign” and “domestic” politics of immigration control and highlights what
we might call the “transimperial” roots of US immigration law.?

THE FEDERAL REGULATION OF
“AMERICAN MOHAMMEDANANISM”:
RELIGION, RACE, AND IMPERIAL FORMATIONS

In broad strokes, the history of Mormon migrations in North America
has been one dominated by charismatic figures—primarily Joseph Smith
and then Brigham Young—as well as unconventional religious practices, at
least according to traditional Protestant standards. Soon after its founding,
the Mormon Church faced bitter opposition from Gentiles, who resented
not only the religious teachings of the Mormon leaders but also the growing
economic and political power of the Saints. The ensuing persecution repeat-
edly necessitated flight, pushing Mormon migration and settlement farther
and farther westward, from New York to Ohio, Missouri, and Illinois, and
then on to the Salt Lake Valley in what is now Utah. Although it was not
the only or even main underlying factor driving much of the anti-Mormon
campaigns, the Church’s official embrace of plural marriage as “celestial”
law in 1852 amplified the threat of Mormonism to critics, and polygamy
became the lightning rod around which much of the religious, political, and
social opposition to Mormons centered for the remainder of the nineteenth
century.?

Meanwhile, the federal government’s opposition to the Mormon Church
also intensified over the course of the nineteenth century. What began as
nonintervention while local communities in Missouri and Illinois attacked
and mounted their expulsion campaigns against the Mormons was soon fol-
lowed by active federal aggression. In the 1850s, the US government ordered
federal soldiers to Utah to dismantle the semi-theocratic hold that the infa-
mous polygamist Brigham Young had established over the territory and its
Mormon and non-Mormon settlers.?’” The outbreak of the Civil War required
federal forces to retreat from Utah Territory, providing Mormons with a
brief respite. However, the federal government did not completely abandon
its challenge to Mormon control over Utah Territory. In 1862, Congress
passed the Morrill Act outlawing bigamy in the territories, followed in the
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postbellum period by a series of new legislation to weaken Mormon influence
in the US West, including the 1869 Cullom Act, which subjected Utah to
complete federal control, and the 1874 Poland Act, which decisively placed
the judiciary in federal hands and facilitated the prosecution of Mormon
leaders under the Morrill Act.?® Anti-polygamy legislation continued to pour
out of Congress in the 1880s, “finally crushing Mormon resistance,” as Sarah
Barringer Gordon explainsit.” In particular, the Edmunds Act in 1882 and
the Edmunds-Tucker Act of 1887 provided what other scholars have framed
as the “decisive attack™ in the federal government’s anti-Mormon campaign,
not only targeting Mormon polygamists but also threatening to dismantle
the Church itself.

All the while, popular criticism of Mormon polygamy continued unabated.
Comparing the “unfree” domestic and sexual labor of women under Mormon
polygamy to slavery in the South, antebellum Republicans had denounced
both as the “twin relics of barbarism”—as institutional embodiments of
despotism and coercion that were seen as antithetical to American political
liberty and republican values.’! Northeastern opponents of Mormonism
continued to invoke slavery as rhetorical ammunition in their campaigns
to “free” female victims from lascivious Mormon patriarchal control. At
the same time, critics juxtaposed Mormons against Native Americans and
Chinese immigrants, criticizing all three as worshippers of inferior, “hea-
then” religions that sanctioned sexually deviant marital relationships and
therefore rendered its members unfit for the responsibilities and benefits of
full citizenship.’> Although Mormon converts overwhelmingly drew from
US and European populations identified with whiteness, many Americans
ascribed to converts and believers an abnormal susceptibility to superstition
and despotism unbecoming of proper white Americans. As Matthew Frye
Jacobson might put it, nineteenth-century Mormons may have been white,
but their whiteness was of a different color—seen both as less-than-white as
well as the embodiment of racial degeneration and regression.*

Indeed, some nineteenth-century racial theorists argued that polygamy
produced physiological distortions. Roberts Bartholow, an assistant sur-
geon to the US Army, reported in 1858 that Mormon isolation and polyga-
mous practices were transforming the physical and mental characteristics
of the Mormon people, now increasingly marked “by the large proportion
of the albuminous and gelatinous types of constitution, and by the striking
uniformity in facial expression and in physical conformation” among the
younger population in the community.** “Mormonism makes its impress
upon the countenance,” the medical officer continued, calling it “the Mormon
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expression and style . . . compounded of sensuality, cunning, suspicion, and
smirking self-conceit.” Emphasizing the bodily effect of Mormon polygamy,
Bartholow pointed to “[t]he yellow, sunken, cadaverous visage; the greenish-
colored eyes; the thick, protuberant lips; the low forehead; the light, yel-
lowish hair; and the lank, angular person,” which for outsiders offered “an
appearance so characteristic of the new race, the production of polygamy,
as to distinguish them at a glance.”* As Paul Reeve has argued, there was
“a growing sense in the medical community that polygamy was producing a
‘new race’ in the American West.”3

One potential solution to stalling the deterioration or distortion of white-
ness in the West was, some critics proposed, immigration restriction. Infa-
mous for their missionary activity, the Mormons had reportedly converted
and produced more Mormons in the United Kingdom and Ireland by 1851
than there were in Utah Territory. These converts, however, were not sta-
tionary; an estimated 32,000 British and Irish Latter-day Saints immigrated
to Utah between 1847 and 1869.%7 By 1870, 67.9 percent of Utah residents
twenty-five years or older were foreign-born immigrants from northwestern
Europe.*® Over the course of the nineteenth century, approximately ninety
thousand converts reportedly crossed the Atlantic Ocean from Europe, join-
ing the movement of New Englanders and Midwesterners westward to the
Salt Lake valley.* As one C. C. Goodwin wrote in Harper’s Magazine in 1881,
“of those who have connected themselves with the Mormon Church during
the past thirty years quite nine-tenths have been from Europe, and from the
very lowest classes of European society.”*

For critics, the problem with this immigration was not simply one of per-
sonal character or class, but also the demographic buttressing that European
converts provided for the Church and its adherents. Objection to Mormon
migration frequently fixated on the high proportion of women, not only
because they were coming to provide “cheap” domestic labor, but also because
they served as unwitting victims of polygamous patriarchs.*! As potential
wives and mothers, these female immigrants provided another branch by
which the Mormon people could reproduce and expand. But even without
their reproductive potential, the women’s migration and presence alone posed
a threat, automatically increasing the Mormon population. In fact, critics
like Bartholow suspected that natural reproduction by itself could not sus-
tain the Mormon population, no matter the fecundity implied by multiple
wives. Mormonism could “eventually die out,” he speculated, if it were not
for the thousands of “additions from outside sources” and the “large annual
accessions from abroad.”#
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PURE WHITE “MORMON IMMIGRATION" ON THE ATLANTIC COAST.
More cheap “help-mates” for Mr. Polygamist.

Figure 1. Harper’s Weekly, March 25, 1882 (illus. Thomas
Nast). Courtesy of Library of Congress.

The main guaranty for the longevity of the Mormon Church, then, was
foreign conversion. “The immigration has increased from a few hundreds
annually to a few thousands,” one critic continued to warn in 1881, “and this
year a heavy increase . . . is expected.” Though left alone it might “die of its
own infamies,” “the yearly infusion of fresh serf blood from abroad,” as this
same writer put it, kept the Church and its controversial practices alive and
healthy.** Reflecting the general antagonistic attitudes of many Americans
at the time, US Consul Frank H. Mason warned in an 1883 dispatch about
a “shipping of pauper polygamists to this country by Swiss communities.”*
Referring to the mostly female migrants as “poor, ignorant, and in many
cases imbecile people,” the consul predicted that “polygamy can probably
never be exterminated in Utah while its harems can be freely recruited from
the dregs of European society.”*

Thus, while the federal government continued to apply mounting pressure
on Mormons within the US West, it also explored remedies at the border and
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abroad. The United States reached out to European countries in 1879, calling
attention to Mormon recruitment efforts abroad and requesting international
cooperation to prevent the conversion of their subjects to Mormonism, or if
that was impossible, to prevent “the emigration to the United States of persons
emigrating for the purpose of joining the Mormon community at Salt Lake.”*
British officials, to the United States’ chagrin, replied that they were “powerless
to carry out the measures suggested” by the United States, as there was no
legal basis upon which the state could prevent the emigration of its subjects,
barring any breach of law.*’ Foreign presses also criticized the United States,
questioning the practicalities and legalities of the proposal completely.®

Unable to garner foreign cooperation in preventing the emigration of
Mormon converts, calls for the United States to restrict the entry of Mormon
immigrants grew louder. According to the New York Times in May 1883, upon
receiving the US Consul’s warning of the “shipping of pauper polygamists
to this country by Swiss communities,” the Treasury Department instructed
the Collector of Customs at New York “to do what he could . . . to prevent
the landing of such of the Mormon immigrants as are forbidden to land”
under existing restrictions.* Following the arrival in 1885 of “a few hundred
Danes who have been brought here by the Mormon church,” an editor for
the Omaha Herald demanded “an outcry in the eastern press against their
admission into the country, and calling on the government to stop this kind
of immigration.” President Cleveland joined the restrictionists, and called
upon Congress in 1885 to pass a law “to prevent the importation of Mormons
into the country.”!

When advocating immigration restriction as the solution, anti-Mormon
agitators frequently invoked the other immigrant “problem” of the US West:
the Chinese. Just as anti-Mormon detractors focused their criticism on Mor-
mon sexuality and family structure, anti-Chinese nativists had drawn atten-
tion to—among many other cultural and religious differences—the non-
Western-conforming marital and sexual customs of Chinese society. Such
practices included, for Chinese men who could afford it, multiple categories of
female sexual partners: first wives, second wives, concubines, and prostitutes.>
Emphasizing the polyamorous family practices as evidence of Chinese servility
and their slave-like mentality, critics similarly argued that the Chinese were
culturally incapable of understanding American democracy and could never
be racially compatible with American society.>* Those who were more sympa-
thetic to the Chinese defended their polygamous practices as nonthreatening,
arguing that at the very least, “their system of marriage, if not in accord with
our notions, is not worse than Mormonism and Free Love.”*
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Attacking Chinese sexual behavior and family formation as outside the
acceptable parameters of American society, and associating all Chinese
women with prostitution instead of marriage, restrictionists successfully lob-
bied Congress to pass the Immigration Act of March 3, 1875, also known
as the Page Act. The law prohibited the bringing of any “Oriental” person
“without their free and voluntary consent” or for any “lewd or immoral
purposes” and prohibited the importation of women “for the purposes of
prostitution.” As Edward P. Hutchinson points out in his legislative com-
pendium of immigration policy, “The Immigration Act of 1875 marks the
beginning of direct federal regulation of immigration.” Just as importantly,
the law provided the first designation “of certain classes of aliens as exclud-
able. From this beginning, exclusion was to develop into a major instrument
of immigration policy.”*® In 1882 Congress followed up with the infamous
Chinese Exclusion Act, which sought to limit the immigration of Chinese
laborers into the country, as well as the United States’ first general immigra-
tion act, which broadened the control exercised by Congress over immigra-
tion and expanded the categories of undesirable immigrants who should be
excluded.”

i UNCLE SAM'S TROUBLESOME BED FELLOWS > AU

Figure 2. “Uncle Sam’s Troublesome Bedfellows,” The Wasp, February 8, 1879
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Anti-Chinese immigration laws then provided anti-Mormon restrictionists
with the legislative template for their own campaign. Critics not only com-
pared Mormons to the “heathen” Chinese, they also pointed to the Chinese
Exclusion Act as precedent, pushing for the extension of the “somewhat Ori-
ental” treatment, as one contemporary writer put it, to prevent the continued
“ingress of foreign women” that maintained polygamy.*® Indeed, political
cartoons of the day often juxtaposed Chinese immigrants and Mormons
in parallel fashion. The February 8, 1879 edition of The Wasp presented its
readership with an illustration of “Uncle Sam’s Troublesome Bedfellows,”
depicting a frustrated Uncle Sam in bed with stereotypically racist portray-
als of a mischievous Native American, African American, and a passed-out
Irish immigrant cradling a whiskey bottle. The two figures just unceremoni-
ously ousted from the bed by Uncle Sam are the Chinese immigrant and a
Mormon, clutching his “polygamy” sign as he prepares to hit the floor.”

The conflation of Mormons with Chinese immigration had the effect of
racializing Mormons not only as inferior, uncivilized, and deviant, but as
“alien” as well. Indeed, the only way to regulate Mormonism—a uniquely
American religion—as a matter of immigration policy was to make it for-
eign. As Paul Reeve explains, “the nation’s premier American-born—even
frontier—religion was transformed into an exotic Eastern sect of a different
race, a way for outsiders to distinguish between East and West, authoritari-
anism and democracy, morality and debauchery.”® As the Supreme Court
wrote in the famous anti-polygamy Mormon case, Reynolds v. US (1878),
“Polygamy has always been odious among the northern and western nations
of Europe, and, until the establishment of the Mormon Church, was almost
exclusively a feature of the life of Asiatic and of African people.”® Or as
territorial official Benjamin Ferris put it in less polite terms in an 1854 report
to Congress, polygamy “belongs now to the indolent and opium-eating Turks
and Asiatics, the miserable Africans, the North American savages, and the
latter-day saints.”®? Indeed, to define Mormonism as existing outside the
boundaries of American ideals, critics such as C. C. Goodwin, editor of the
Salt Lake Tribune and outspoken Mormon adversary, relied heavily on the
language of alienage, writing that “the Mormon kingdom in Utah is com-
posed of foreigners and the children of foreigners. It is necessarily so. It is an
institution so absolutely un-American in all of its requirements that . . . few
Americans could ever be made to bear the unquestioned and unquestioning
obedience which is exacted from this people.”®

Nowhere was this foreign attribution most visibly depicted than in cari-
catures of Mormons as “American Mohammedans.” Noticeably, while
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HIT ’EM AGAIN.

Figure 3. “Hit 'em Again,” The Judge, January 9, 1885. The literal darkening of the
Mormon “Bluebeard’s” complexion in the cartoonist’s coloration augments the depic-
tion of Mormons as less “white” than their Protestant victors. Courtesy of US Senate
Collection.
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Mormon patriarchs were unlikely to be illustrated with stereotypical Native,
Black, or Chinese features, they frequently appeared in satirical commentary
in the guise of another foreign group: that of the Muslim or Middle Eastern
figure. Negating Mormonism’s claim to a Christian genealogy, nineteenth-
century comparisons of Mormonism to Islam and of Joseph Smith to
Mohammed began early. And like comparisons involving the Chinese, the
invocation of Mohammedanism and Turkey was designed to vilify Mor-
mons as unchristian and uncivilized, in addition to being of “oriental” and
foreign origin.* In 1882, Frances E. Willard, famous suffragist and temper-
ance reformer, denigrated Turkey as “doubtless the most debased country
on earth.” But, she continued, America need not look to Constantinople
for debased examples. “Turkey is in our midst. Modern Mohammedanism
has its Mecca at Salt Lake.”® Orientalized and reimagined using Middle
Eastern landmarks and signposts, Mormons thus became the embodiment
of sexual excess, deviancy, blind obedience, and oppressive theocracy—in
short, of the moral and political failings that many Americans associated
with Islam and the Ottoman Empire.®® Highlighting what many saw as for-
eign, unwestern, and un-Christian about Mormonism, detractors invoked
images of the “Mormon Bluebeard” to reframe the whole Mormon system
as “Mohammedan barbarism.”%’

The Orientalist connections to “Mohammedanism” thus figuratively
placed suspect Mormons into what scholar Timothy Marr has described as
the “alien and outlandish space” of American Islamicism.®® Few nineteenth-
century Americans had any actual knowledge of Islam, even less had any
direct contact with Muslim individuals, and what little understanding of
the Ottoman Empire existed had been filtered through the experiences of
American Protestant missionaries abroad.® By the nineteenth century, the
Ottoman Empire had become one of the most legendary and powerful
political assemblages in the world. Having expanded into the Balkans, the
Black Sea basin, the Anatolian plateau, the Middle East, and North Africa
by the turn of the seventeenth century, the Ottomans controlled all of the
important routes stretching between Europe, Asia, and Africa for several
millennia.” The empire bound together an impressive array of diverse prov-
inces and a heterogeneous population comprised of Arabs, Armenians,
Greeks, and Turks—just to name a few of its ethnic subgroups—as well
as Christians, Syrian Orthodox, Greek Orthodox, Catholics, and Jews.”!
Despite the heterogeneity of the Ottoman polity, however, Americans sim-
plistically collapsed the “Ottoman” with the “Turk™ and assumed that all
Turks were Muslim.”
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Popular understandings of the Ottoman Empire reflected both senti-
ments of admiration for its past global and expansionist ambitions as well
as revulsion towards the Turk’s supposed unbridled lasciviousness and tyr-
anny. Islamophobic literature and writings flourished during the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries, and racist and Orientalist tropes and caricatures
abounded.” Nineteenth-century Americans fused anti-Muslim prejudice
with American racialized ideology, producing what some scholars of US-
Middle East relations have described as “an ungrounded funhouse-mirror
vision of the faith,” and more often than not an exported projection of racial
anxieties from within nineteenth-century American society.” Most galling
perhaps for nineteenth-century Americans was the placement of Christians
underneath Muslims inside the Ottoman imperial hierarchy, and the inver-
sion of what many Americans understood as the “natural” order of religion
and race. The problem with the Ottoman Empire was, in other words, not
that it was an empire, but that it was an illegitimate one, one that subverted
the “natural” order of religion and race, according to American popular
opinion.”

For anti-Mormon critics, the layering of Islamicist Orientalism onto
American Mormonism similarly reflected ongoing fears of Mormonism
as a kind of illegitimate semi-imperial threat that loomed on the western
horizon. In the 1850s the Chicago Advance had predicted that before long
the Mormons “will control the other Territories around them by their great
resources of colonization,” and “interior America will be given up to the
worst phase of Asiatic barbarism.””® “[T]here can be no doubt,” another
writer cautioned in the North American Review, “if the sect should have
proportionate growth in the rest of this century to its growth in the thirty
years since its foundation, Joe Smith will be classed in history with Moham-
med . ..”77 In the 1880s, other editorials warned of unrelenting Mormon
aggression, with critics like C. C. Goodwin cautioning that the Mormons
“are as aggressive as of old, and are only waiting for strength to make
their purpose too pronounced to be mistaken. Joe Smith wanted to imitate
Mohammed—to raise his flag and go out and conquer a kingdom.” This
“Mohammedan” spirit, the writer lamented, “still control[s] the spirit of
affairs in Utah.””

Mormon expansion during the 1880s did little to quell such fears. Between
1886 and 1889, the Mormon population appeared to grow so rapidly and so
large that it could no longer be confined to Utah, with the Church organizing
more than a hundred communities for settlement outside of Utah Territory.”
Much of this colonization was in response to the punitive anti-polygamous
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actions by the federal government during the 1870s and 1880s, which pushed
significant numbers of Mormons—both polygamous and monogamous—to
flee the jurisdictional reach of the United States once more, migrating and
seeking refuge in Idaho, Arizona, New Mexico, Colorado, Wyoming, and
ultimately northern Mexico.® Though intended as safe havens from what
Mormons perceived as religious persecution from the US government, Ameri-
can critics interpreted such dispersal in threatening terms, as an extension of
earlier Mormon attempts to defy US sovereignty and protect its imperial the-
ocracy. As late as 1912, one Baptist missionary warned that “[t]he Mormons
are great colonizers. They do not allow their people to scatter broadcast—a
family here and another there. The church buys a promising tract of land
where it wants a colony and then sells to Mormons only.”!

At the same time, the Islamicist comparison could offer potential relief;
by adopting the allegory of the Ottoman Empire, critics drew on the rhetoric
not only of empire, but more specifically, of an empire in decline. Though the
Ottoman Empire remained a potent symbol of global expansion and political
control, and continued to exercise formidable political clout until its dissolu-
tion following World War I, much of its power rested on its past grandeur.
By the turn of the twentieth century, its political clout had been significantly
reduced, weakened from incessant European and US interference and Rus-
sian invasions.®? Identifying with European formulations of international
law—premised on notions of global Christendom as the underpinning of
political inclusion in the “Family of Nations”—nineteenth-century Ameri-
cans increasingly asserted the United States’ superiority as an equal member
of the “civilized” Christian world, which necessarily entailed the exclusion
and inferiority of non-Christian societies.®* Such developing legal theories, in
turn, fostered narratives of decline for the Ottoman Empire, fueling American
demands for foreign intervention on behalf of Ottoman Christian subjects.
Stretching visions of American exceptionalism and “manifest destiny” onto
the global stage, Americans framed Ottoman decline as part of the natural
order of the world; inferior and “uncivilized” non-Christian societies were
destined to make way for the rise of religiously, intellectually, and politically
superior nations such as the United States.3* Indeed, over the course of the
nineteenth century, the Ottoman Empire seemed to lose territory and military
power at a rate matched only by the continental expansion of the United
States.®

By recasting Mormons as American “Mohammedans,” then, critics also
imagined that Mormonism would give way to the natural order of the Prot-
estant world—or at least that it could, given the supposedly stunted rates of
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natural reproduction, and if it were not for the continuous immigration of
converts. To tip the balance in their favor, anti-Mormon agitators called for
immigration restriction, hoping thereby to stall Mormon reproduction and
population growth and demolish its political clout. Congress did not explicitly
bar the immigration of Mormons, but it did pass the Edmunds anti-polygamy
Act in 1882—the same year, coincidentally, as the infamous Chinese Exclu-
sion Act. The subsequent Edmunds-Tucker Act of 1887, however, delivered
a serious blow to the organization’s recruitment efforts abroad. Not only
did the 1887 bill disincorporate the Church and disfranchise the women, it
also dissolved the organization’s Perpetual Emigrating Fund Company, by
means of which the Church had aided the migration of over 100,000 con-
verts during the Fund’s thirty-eight-year existence. As Leonard J. Arrington,
frequently celebrated as the “father of Mormon history,” pointed out, “the
Edmunds-Tucker Act administered the coup de grace to the Mormon system
of assisted immigration. . . . The lifeline of the Kingdom was broken.”%
The Church now stood at an existential crossroads: many of its leaders were
imprisoned, in hiding, or exiled to Mexico or Canada; significant portions
of Church property had been seized by federal authorities; and the recruit-
ment of new converts had been financially stymied. Should the Mormons
abandon polygamy and save what remained of the organization, or cling to
their controversial beliefs and risk utter destruction?®’

Congress, meanwhile, was by no means finished with their legislative cam-
paign to shut down Mormon immigration. From December 1889 to January
1891 various members of Congress repeatedly proposed new legislative bills to
restrict immigration, all of which included a general bar against polygamists.
As demonstrated by certain bills, these were not any abstract polygamists that
congressmen worried about. Seth Milliken (Maine) got more to the point in
his 1889 “Bill to Regulate Immigration,” seeking to exclude the “anarchist,
nihilist, or any person hostile to the principles of the Constitution or form
of government of the United States, [as well as] any believer or professed
believer in the Mormon religion.”® Similarly eschewing the generic polyga-
mist fagade, Representative Isaac Struble (Iowa) reserved a whole, separate
section in his proposed bill to address the dangers of Mormon immigration,
demanding that all persons coming with the intent of becoming members of
“communities known as Mormons or of the so-called Church of Jesus Christ
of Latter-Day Saints, or whose immigration may have been influenced or
assisted by agents of such community or church,” be “expressly prohibited”
and that no such immigrant “be permitted to land in the United States or
any Territory thereof or the District of Columbia . ..”

2202 Yose 6Z U0 3senb Aq 4pd-G000° L L ISIyULIeIWel/0z08z 1 L/G/ L/ L v/spd-sjonie/yael/din/Bio-aanos|j0obulysiigndAliejoyos//:dny woly papeojumoq



22 Journal of American Ethnic History / Fall 2021

Eight months after Struble introduced his bill, Wilford Woodruff, then
president of the Mormon Church, issued what has come to be known as
the 1890 Manifesto, officially advising members to abandon the practice of
plural marriage.”! The anti-Mormon campaigns from the 1870s to the 1880s
had reached their desired effect: the constant legal, economic, and political
persecution had markedly diminished the power of the Mormon Church in
the US West. Any explicit reference to Mormons was ultimately dropped
from the final version of the 1891 immigration act, which retreated to a more
general ban on “polygamists” and thereby avoided any constitutional conflict
with the First Amendment’s guaranty of the free exercise of religion.

Subtly, however, anti-Mormon sentiment had been institutionalized into
immigration policy that enlarged the federal government’s power over defi-
nitions of marriage and acceptable religious practices at the nation’s bor-
ders. By the turn of the twentieth century, the disapproving juxtaposition of
Mormonism to Islam and the Ottoman Empire not only offered Orientalist
denunciations of Mormons but also hinted at the significance of imperial
political formations and contestations that would reshape both the United
States and the global landscape more broadly. The legislative outcomes in
immigration law would reflect the United States’ attempts to contain such
imperial intrusions at the nation’s gateways.

“MOHAMMEDANS” IN AMERICA: TURKISH MUSLIM
IMMIGRATION FROM THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE

Though the passage of the 1891 Immigration Act and its bar against
polygamy might have thus been seen as a boon to anti-Mormon restriction-
ists, the law ultimately had little impact. Indeed, as one Mormon scholar
assessed it, “The addition of polygamists to the excluded classes in the fed-
eral immigration law in 1891 came as anti-climax.”? By 1900, total Church
membership stood at 264,000, and the Church expanded its reach across the
country and into every corner of the globe during the twentieth century.”
Meanwhile, the official renunciation of polygamy from the Church, along
with the anti-polygamist victories of the 1880s and 1890s, steadily pro-
duced a more relaxed attitude toward the Mormon Church and its European
converts.*

In 1902, the Commissioner General of Immigration, Terence Powderly,
thus had to concede that “[p]olygamists, unless practicing polygamy, or
acknowledging that it is their intention to practise [sic] it, are not excluded.”
“The alien may admit that he is a believer in polygamy and [still] be landed,”
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Powderly explained, “for such avowal is usually accompanied by a declara-
tion of his belief in some form of religion which sanctions polygamy,” and
which was thereby seen to be constitutionally protected under the Establish-
ment Clause. Finding the “alien polygamist” to be “usually an intelligent
person” who might additionally have been “well coached by some mission-
ary of polygamist tendencies,” Powderly lamented the ways in which Mor-
mon converts outmaneuvered inspectors by “admitting that he is a believer
in polygamy [while], in the same breath, deny that he is practising [sic] or
intends practising polygamy.”* Thus, unlike illness and disease, which could
be detected by immigration and health inspectors upon arrival, exclusions
of an immigrant under the polygamy bar required outright admissions or
confessions, which were unlikely to be voluntarily offered. Cases involving
the polygamy bar were thus “so few as to give little trouble or concern to the
government officials,” Powderly concluded.”®

Instead of the polygamy bar, US immigration authorities turned to other
provisions in the immigration laws to scrutinize Mormon migrations. In
August 1908, the Bureau of Immigration received notice that a large group
of Mormon immigrants were expected to arrive via the SS Republic at the
port of Boston. Inspectors there were directed to “have these aliens care-
fully questioned, not only as to who paid their passage, but how much each
one paid and where they purchased their tickets.”®” Although inspectors
questioned each immigrant about polygamy and their relationship with the
Mormon church, the basis of each admission, denial, or detention ultimately
turned on questions of the immigrant’s potential status as an alien deemed
“likely to become public charges,” also known as the LPC bar.” Officials at
the Boston port of entry reported that “it appears from all the evidence that
these persons were well drilled on the ship and that they had meetings en
route where they were coached in regard to the Immigration laws,” presum-
ably referring not only to the polygamy bar but also the LPC bar.” Such
suspicions were likely heightened after prominent Mormon leader and US
Senator Reed Smoot—along with his Gentile colleague, Senator George
Sutherland—rushed to the aid of the Mormon arrivals. Vouching for his
future constituents, though, Sutherland reassured immigration officials that
“I never have known of a single Mormon immigrant who has become a pub-
lic charge.” “The constant effort is to make all members of the community
self-supporting,” he promised, “and there is a larger percentage of Mormon
people who own their own homes and are self-supporting than in any other
state in the Union.” In the end, all of the remaining immigrants except for
two were unanimously admitted.!%
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By the early 1900s, the polygamy bar became increasingly less viable in
restricting Mormon immigration. In a January 4, 1911 letter to immigra-
tion officials in Boston, Acting Commissioner-General F. H. Larned shared
the Bureau’s “considerable dissatisfaction” about how officials were inter-
rogating Mormon arrivals at Portland, Maine. Referring to several appeals
brought by “aliens of the Mormon faith destined to Utah and Idaho,” Larned
admonished officials to rein in the inspections for Mormon immigrants. “It
is perfectly proper,” he explained, “to ask any alien, without regard to his
religion, whether he believes in the practice of polygamy, such a belief being
one of the statutory grounds for exclusion.” Any attempt to “hector aliens,”
however, into admitting their belief in the practice as a result of their religion
“can produce no useful result and lays the Service open to criticism,” Larned
warned.!!

If anti-Mormon anxiety began to subside after the turn of the twentieth
century, the restrictionist targeting of other groups deemed by the majority
of Americans as racially and religiously different did not. In a July 30, 1910
letter, immigration authorities in San Francisco reported to the Commissioner
General “that it has been the custom of the inspectors in this jurisdiction for
some time past to question all Hindoo aliens in regard to their belief in the
practice of polygamy.” The “invariable answer” that the Asian Indian immi-
grants provided, however, was “that they neither believe in nor practice the
same.” Advised by Mr. Madge, “our Hindoo interpreter,” that arriving Indian
immigrants were of two religious beliefs—either “Singhe or Hindoo Bud-
dhists [sic], whose teachings are against polygamy, and the Mohammedans,
whose religious belief favors polygamy”—the San Francisco commissioner
reassured his superior officer that Asian polygamists were not entering the
country. “[O]nly the princes and wealthy Indians of Mohammedan belief”—
in other words, those most likely to remain in India—practiced polygamy,
according to “Mr. Madge.” The others “find it sufficiently hard to support
one wife and one set of children in their own country,” let alone as poor
laborers who made up a predominantly male immigrant community in the
United States.'”

While Asian Indians sufficiently appeased US immigration officials—at
least on the question of polygamy—the growing numbers of Muslim Turkish
immigrants found the admissions process much trickier. Though Ottoman
migration had remained largely an internal phenomenon during the nine-
teenth century—appearing within and between the empire’s provinces—
growing numbers of Syrians and southeastern Anatolians began to seek new
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opportunities in the Americas by the last quarter of the century. Economic
changes and ethnocultural tensions increased migratory pressures within the
empire, while North American industrialization and South American agricul-
tural expansion presented attractive “pull” factors.!” After Spain prohibited
Ottoman immigration to Cuba in 1891, immigration to the United States
increased. The rate of emigration from the empire accelerated in 18961897
after the Ottoman government lifted its ban on emigration, and then peaked
again after 1908 with the rise of a new Ottoman government that took a
more liberal approach to emigration and embraced its migrants abroad.!™
By 1910, the total number of immigrants from “Turkey in Asia” living in
the United States were reported at 59,729, a figure that would have included
some of the approximately 22,000 Turkish-speaking Muslims who moved
to the United States between 1880 and 192419

In a strange twist of fate, then, while anti-Mormon restrictionists used
Islamicist stereotypes to call for the restriction of Mormon converts from
Europe, by the turn of the twentieth century, the group of foreign nationals
most targeted for exclusion under the 1891 polygamy bar were actually Muslim
Turks. As the New York Times announced on November 18, 1897, “[t]he first
polygamists excluded under the existing immigration laws were six Moham-
medans who arrived on the steamship California.”!% Having reportedly
declared that they followed the Koran—which, US officials noted, “teaches
polygamy”—the five men “and a lad of fifteen, [all] immigrants from Turkey,”
were ordered deported by the Board of Special Inquiry at New York.!"

In applying the polygamy restriction, then, immigration officials shifted
their gaze from Mormon Europeans to the increasing numbers of Turkish
immigrants who began to arrive at the turn of the twentieth century. They
engaged in what Natalia Molina and Daniel Martinez HoSang might call “the
relational dimensions of race making in the United States,” in which “racial
meanings, boundaries, and hierarchies are coproduced through dynamic
processes that change across time and place.”! In fact, Islamophobic decri-
ers inverted the Mormon-Ottoman relation at times, appropriating criti-
cism of Mormonism to cast Muslims from the Ottoman Empire as not only
religiously different but as uncivilized and as racially inferior as well. For
example, in his proposed resolution supporting Crete’s attempt to break
free from Ottoman rule, US Representative John Shanks harnessed anti-
Mormon sentiment to rail against what he called the “criminal stupidity and
barbarism” of the “Asiatic Mormon dynasty of [the] Moslem,” led by “the
Mormon sultan.”!®
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SIX POLYGAMISTS SHUT OUT.

The Board of Inquiry Orders Mohame-
medans-to be Deported.

The first.polygamists excluded under the N
existing immigration laws were six Moham-
medans who arrived on the steamship Cali-
fornja and ‘were arraigned yesterday before
tt}‘e poard of Special Inquiry.

You believe in the Koran? ' asked Presi-
dent Stump.

‘““ Thank Allah, yes!” responded the men
in chorus.

“The Koran teaches polygamy?’ con=-
tinued the Inspector through an interpre-
ter.

‘* Blessed be Allah, it does! ™

“iPhen you believe in polygamy"” asked
Capt. George Ellis, -

“ We do, we do! Ble:._’ed be Allah. we
do!’" chorused- the Arabs, salaaming to-
ward the setting sun.

¢ That settles it,”” said President Stump.
“You won’'t do.”” They were ordered de-
ported

Figure 4. New York Times, November 18, 1897, 11.

Racial comparisons to other Asian groups also cast the racial identity of
Ottoman subjects into question. Assistant US Attorney James Farrell, for
example, objected in 1909 to the naturalization of certain Armenians from
Asiatic Turkey by arguing, “Without being able to define a white person, the
average man in the street understands distinctly what it means, and would find
no difficulty in assigning to the yellow race a Turk or Syrian with as much case
as he would bestow that designation on a Chinaman or a Korean.”''? Still, as
Sarah Gualtieri has pointed out, many Middle Eastern Christians—such as
Syrians and Armenians—could rely on their Christianity to make religious
and civilizational arguments in favor of their whiteness for naturalization
purposes. Because Muslims could not present the same connections to Chris-
tianity, their whiteness was harder to “prove.”!! In fact, as early as 1892, the
Ottoman legation in Washington had reported that to avoid discrimination,
many Muslims were resorting to “passing” as Christians, or more specifi-
cally, as Armenians—immigrants too from the Ottoman Empire but many
of whom spoke Turkish and practiced Christianity.!!?
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As increasing numbers of immigrants from Asia and the Ottoman Empire
began to arrive, then, US immigration officials attempted to use the 1891
Immigration Act and its anti-polygamy bar to cast a wider net. As with
Mormons, however, officials found that the original anti-polygamy bar of the
1891 Immigration Act posed little barrier to Turkish immigration. Mormon
immigration from Europe had included high numbers of women, rendering
family formation—both monogamous and polygamous—much more readily
apparent and potentially realizable. Turkish immigration was demographi-
cally different, though, in that Turkish immigrants tended to be poor male
laborers who arrived without wives or families.!"* The financial standing of
Turkish immigrants, moreover, would have made marrying and support-
ing one wife, let alone two, economically impracticable. Perhaps recogniz-
ing that few Turkish immigrants could be excluded as actual polygamists,
Congress expanded the framework for non-monogamous exclusion in 1907
from actual polygamists to “persons who admit their belief in the practice of
polygamy.”!!"* Theoretically placing all immigrants under increased scrutiny
for their beliefs, the law fell heaviest on Turkish immigrants. The secretary of
commerce and labor reported in April 1910 that from July 1908 to February
1910, immigration officials denied admission to 131 polygamists, the bulk of
whom were Turkish immigrants (71), followed by East Indians (25).!%

Because the revised polygamy bar still proved so ineffective in restricting
immigration from the Ottoman Empire, however, supporters of the Immi-
gration Restriction League soon called for direct restrictions on Turkish
immigration. John Norton Pomeroy, a lawyer from San Francisco, wrote a
letter advocating “the extension of the Chinese-exclusion act to embrace all
Asiatics, including subjects of the Turkish Empire.”!!¢ In December 1914, one
Missouri senator offered a series of amendments in Congress to tighten exist-
ing immigration laws, and moved—unsuccessfully—for the explicit exclusion
of all Turks and East Indians. The senator’s proposed amendment to change
the existing polygamy bar from those who “admit their belief in the practice
of polygamy” to those who “believe in, advocate, or practice polygamy”
was, however, passed by both the Senate and House, and eventually became
incorporated into the Immigration Act of 1917.1"7

The reluctance on the part of Congress to pass an outright ban on Turk-
ish immigration reflected, in large part, the ongoing need for the United
States to maintain friendly relations with the Ottoman government. Indeed,
in 1910 immigration officials found themselves at the center of emerging
tensions in Saloniki, Turkey. Following the exclusion of eight Muslim Turks
at Ellis Island in January 1910, the US State Department had admonished
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immigration officials against using religion as a proxy for polygamy, and
urged the secretary of commerce and labor to ensure “that the profession of
belief or non-belief in the Mohammedan religion in no way enters into the
determination of the question as to whether or not the immigrant be entitled
to admission into this country.”!'® Although the secretary of commerce and
labor sent reassurances that its immigration officers “will endeavor to have
such a distinction made in the application of the immigration laws,” rumors
that the United States was barring all Ottoman subjects began to percolate
around Saloniki, reaching the US consulate stationed there.!"” Reporting to
the US assistant secretary of state that “[t]here is considerable talk about this
matter here,” the consular official included a recent clipping from the Turkish
newspaper Progres de Salolinque about “The United States and Mussulmans,”
which offered its readers an account of “the unjust restrictive measures taken
by the American Government against the emigration of Moslems to the
United States.”!?* “Are you polygamists?” Ellis Island officials reportedly
asked the immigrants. The immigrants swore on the Koran that they were
not, but swearing on the Koran reportedly confirmed the officials’ suspicions.
“In as much as you swear on the Coran,” the newspaper quoted officials as
saying, “that shows that you believe it and if you believe it that means you
accept the principals of polygamy, which it tolerates.” Decrying the exclusion
of these immigrants—as well as about two hundred other Muslim Turks
who had since been denied entry at Ellis Island—as “unjust,” “arbitrary,”
“inhuman,” and “prejudicial to the rights, honor and dignity of the Moslems
and Turks,” the Salonica newspaper called on Ottoman and US authorities
to ensure the proper application of existing immigration laws. Noting that
Congress itself had not passed any law barring the immigration of Muslim
Turks, the Saloniki reporter shifted the blame onto “the chief of emigration
in the U.S. who applied it without consulting any one.”!?!

While US immigration officials repeatedly denied such accusations, ten-
sions mounted. Ottoman authorities continued to accuse the United States
of refusing its subjects admission on religious grounds, compelling State
Department officials to turn around and insist yet again that immigration
officials take care in the application of the immigration laws, and soon insist-
ing that the secretary of commerce and labor “clearly set forth in written and
definite instructions” to enforcement agents “that a belief in the Moham-
medan religion is not in itself a competent reason for denying admission to
such immigrants, but that such admission should only be denied where the
immigrant expresses a belief in the actual practice of polygamy.” Reminding
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the secretary of commerce and labor that economic and political negotiations
between the Ottoman Empire and the United States “are now demanding the
most thoughtful consideration and attention of the Department of State,”
the secretary of state pressed for interagency “assistance and friendly coop-
eration” in reducing what was “at present a source of irritation to the two
Governments,” and sought help in maintaining “a continuation of the very
friendly feeling and spirit of good will” between the two countries.'? Immigra-
tion officials acknowledged the secretary of state’s concerns, but insisted that
they had only excluded “the alien [who] admitted a belief in the actual practice
of polygamy” and that the total number of Turkish immigrants excluded as
polygamists was “notably small, especially in comparison with the number
of Turkish immigrants admitted to the United States.” Officials suggested
instead that the exclusions had “probably been not a little exaggerated by the
representatives of the Turkish Government.”!? Still, the message from the
State Department appears to have been received—at least temporarily—and
immigration officials adjusted their practices. When an official from the State
Department’s Division of Near Eastern Affairs personally visited the Depart-
ment of Commerce and Labor in August, immigration officials produced a
report of all Turks deported from New York between February and July 1910
and the grounds for rejection of each deportee. While thirteen Turkish immi-
grants had been deported on the grounds of polygamy from February 10 to
March 2, New York officials reported no deportations of Turkish immigrants
on the basis of polygamy from March 2 onwards—around the time that the
flurry of communications from the State Department began—as well as a
reduction in the rate of exclusions of Turkish immigrants more broadly.!*
In the dates following March 2, US authorities relied much more heavily on
the LPC clause to officially deny admission to Turkish immigrants.'*

For the next four years, the polygamy bar in US immigration law would
continue to rattle diplomatic relations between the United States and the Otto-
man Empire. While US officials pulled back from vigorously (mis)enforcing
the polygamy restriction, they proved reluctant in dropping it altogether,
usually combining the polygamy restrictions with other bases for exclusion—
especially LPC—to exclude Turkish immigrants.!*® The Imperial Ottoman
Embassy thus complained again to the secretary of state in 1912, urging the
State Department to “kindly use its good offices with the American authori-
ties concerned to the end that Ottoman emigrants be no longer subjected,
upon their arrival in the United States, to measures excluding them from
American territory on account of a purely theoretical consideration.”!?” By
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1913, ongoing disputes about the interpretation of the 1907 “belief in the
practice of polygamy” bar finally induced Commissioner General A. Cami-
netti to issue a script to guide immigration commissioners and inspectors in
charge at ports of entry. Due to ongoing complaints about the “incomplete or
otherwise unsatisfactory manner in which aliens suspected of being polyga-
mists or believers in the practice of polygamy are interrogated,” Caminetti
explained, he wanted to provide officers with a list of “properly formulated”
questions to “see that questions of a proper nature are asked in a manner
calculated to enforce the law in accordance with its spirit.”!?® Avoiding any
explicit reference to Islam or “Mohammedanism,” the questionnaire sought
to neutrally guide immigration officials in more carefully distinguishing
“belief in polygamy” from the religious identity of immigrants.'?

Offering the script as a model but not a strict requirement, however, Cami-
netti gave those in charge at ports of entry wide discretion in their attempts
“to reach the correct conclusions,” leaving still abundant room for administra-
tive confusion, error, and abuse.'** Complaints would thus continue to land on
the desks of State Department and immigration officials, with Ambassador
Youssouf Zia from the Imperial Ottoman Embassy contending yet again in
February 1914 that, notwithstanding all previous communications from the
Imperial Embassy, “the competent authorities persist in excluding from the
United States those Ottoman subjects who profess Mohammedanism.” Once
again, the Ottoman government pressed the Secretary of State to “issue to
the said [immigration] authorities instructions strictly to observe existing
[agreements].”!3!

The enforcement of the anti-polygamy bar thus continued to rankle
Ottoman officials, and would have likely remained an irritating source of
diplomatic tensions, but for the outbreak of World War I that July. From
1915-1919, Ottoman immigration overall totaled only about six thousand.'*
But though the disruptions of World War I and the subsequent collapse of
the Ottoman Empire had significantly suppressed Turkish immigration to
the United States, it was the passage of the National Origins Act in 1924
that offered US immigration officials an even more effective mechanism by
which to limit Turkish immigration—one that avoided raising many of the
specific complaints of Turkish authorities. With the facially religious- and
race-“neutral” application of census-based calculations, the United States
capped immigration from Turkey to no more than 226 admissions per year.'*?
The next “second wave” of Turkish immigration to the United States would
not pick up again in any significant way until the 1950s and 1960s.'34
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sarsofss’ . P A  June 16, 1013,

Examination of alien applicants for the purpose
of determining whether a polygamist or a person who
belioves in the practice of polygamy.

RSP V.
The first question to be acked is:
Q. Are you a polygamist--have you more than one wife?

If the answer is "Yes,” excludej if "No" continue
interrogation thus:

Q. Do you believe in the practice of polygamy?

1£ answer is “Ho,™ DISCONTINUE THIS PARTICULAR LINE of
inquiry; if "Yes," or "Yes, as my religion permits it,” continue
examination thus:

Q. Describe to the board exactly what your beliof is
eoncerning the practice of polygesy.

If alien's description of belief vclearly shows that he
© believes it right for him to teke mors than one wife while living
in the United States, exclude without further inquiry on the subject.
If his description of bollef does not clearly show his present
attitude of mind in this regard, ask him:

Do you believe it would be right for you to hewe more
than one wife whilo living in the United States?

If the anower is an unqualified "No," carry the interrogation
no further, provided there is no reason to suppose alien does not under-
stand the question, end aduit alion. If he answers ™Yes,” or with a "No® qualifeed .
80 as t0 indicate he may be laboring under a misunderstanding, ask him:

Q. Do you know what the laws of this country are arding
plural marriages? id e

1f the answer is a direct negative or indicates that alien does
not fully know what the laws are, the lawve: against plural marriages should
S L L e
Dy | on s 1 nat
fre hin a “yos® of "no" answer to: L e -

Q. Knowing this t0 be the law of the United States, do
nevertheless bellieve that it would be right ,p‘..ltym;tm'::l
circumstances should permit, to take more than one wife while 1living here?

If alien answers "Yes," £ "o,"
ln-mnmmmm."m?u"‘ "Ho," admit, provided aliem

Figure 5. Questionnaire attached to memorandum from A. Caminetti, Commissioner
General, June 16, 1913, #52737/499, RG 85, Entry 9, NARA-DC.
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