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Americanism 
 

THEODORE ROOSEVELT 
 

In this Columbus Day speech from 1915 (excerpted), former President Theodore 

Roosevelt (1858–1919) addressed the Knights of Columbus, a Catholic fraternal 

organization that advanced the cause of equality and civil rights, on the subject of 

immigration and Americanization. What, according to the opening paragraph, is 

Roosevelt’s attitude toward Columbus and his commemoration by the society of the 

Knights of Columbus? What is Roosevelt’s attitude toward immigrants, and how does he 

see the relation between our democratic principles and immigration? What does he 

regard as the rights and duties of new immigrants to America? Why does he object to 

“hyphenated Americans”? What is Americanism, and why does it matter? Are his 

arguments still relevant today? 

 

Four centuries and a quarter have gone by since Columbus by discovering America 

opened the greatest era in world history. Four centuries have passed since the Spaniards 

began that colonization on the main land which has resulted in the growth of the nations 

of Latin-America. Three centuries have passed since, with the settlements on the coasts 

of Virginia and Massachusetts, the real history of what is now the United States began. 

All this we ultimately owe to the action of an Italian seaman in the service of a Spanish 

King and a Spanish Queen. It is eminently fitting that one of the largest and most 

influential social organizations of this great Republic,—a Republic in which the tongue is 

English, and the blood derived from many sources,—should, in its name, commemorate 

the great Italian. It is eminently fitting to make an address on Americanism before this 

society. 

 

DEMOCRATIC PRINCIPLES 

 

We of the United States need above all things to remember that, while we are by blood 

and culture kin to each of the nations of Europe, we are also separate from each of them. 

We are a new and distinct nationality. We are developing our own distinctive culture and 

civilization, and the worth of this civilization will largely depend upon our determination 

to keep it distinctively our own. Our sons and daughters should be educated here and not 

abroad. We should freely take from every other nation whatever we can make of use, but 

we should adopt and develop to our own peculiar needs what we thus take, and never be 

content merely to copy. 
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Our nation was founded to perpetuate democratic principles. These principles are that 

each man is to be treated on his worth as a man without regard to the land from which his 

forefathers came and without regard to the creed which he professes. If the United States 

proves false to these principles of civil and religious liberty, it will have inflicted the 

greatest blow on the system of free popular government that has ever been inflicted. Here 

we have had a virgin continent on which to try the experiment of making out of divers 

race stocks a new nation and of treating all the citizens of that nation in such a fashion as 

to preserve them equality of opportunity in industrial, civil, and political life. Our duty is 

to secure each man against any injustice by his fellows. 

 

RELIGIOUS FREEDOM 

 

One of the most important things to secure for him is the right to hold and to express the 

religious views that best meet his own soul needs. Any political movement directed 

against any body of our fellow-citizens because of their religious creed is a grave offense 

against American principles and American institutions. It is a wicked thing either to 

support or to oppose a man because of the creed he professes. This applies to Jew and 

Gentile, to Catholic and Protestant, and to the man who would be regarded as unorthodox 

by all of them alike. Political movements directed against men because of their religious 

belief, and intended to prevent men of that creed from holding office, have never 

accomplished anything but harm. This was true in the days of the “Know-Nothing” and 

Native-American [nativist] parties in the middle of the last century; and it is just as true 

to-day. Such a movement directly contravenes the spirit of the Constitution itself. 

Washington and his associates believed that it was essential to the existence of this 

Republic that there should never be any union of Church and State; and such union is 

partially accomplished wherever a given creed is aided by the State or when any public 

servant is elected or defeated because of his creed. The Constitution explicitly forbids the 

requiring of any religious test as a qualification for holding office. To impose such a test 

by popular vote is as bad as to impose it by law. To vote either for or against a man 

because of his creed is to impose upon him a religious test and is a clear violation of the 

spirit of the Constitution. . . .  

 

HYPHENATED AMERICANS 

 

What is true of creed is no less true of nationality. There is no room in this country for 

hyphenated Americanism. When I refer to hyphenated Americans, I do not refer to 

naturalized Americans. Some of the very best Americans I have ever known were 
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naturalized Americans, Americans born abroad. But a hyphenated American is not an 

American at all. This is just as true of the man who puts “native” before the hyphen as of 

the man who puts German or Irish or English or French before the hyphen. Americanism 

is a matter of the spirit and of the soul. Our allegiance must be purely to the United 

States. We must unsparingly condemn any man who holds any other allegiance. 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. 

 

The one absolutely certain way of bringing this nation to ruin, of preventing all 

possibility of its continuing to be a nation at all, would be to permit it to become a tangle 

of squabbling nationalities, an intricate knot of German-Americans, Irish-Americans, 

English-Americans, French-Americans, Scandinavian-Americans or Italian-Americans, 

each preserving its separate nationality, each at heart feeling more sympathy with 

Europeans of that nationality, than with the other citizens of the American Republic. The 

men who do not become Americans and nothing else are hyphenated Americans; and 

there ought to be no room for them in this country. The man who calls himself an 

American citizen and who yet shows by his actions that he is primarily the citizen of a 

foreign land, plays a thoroughly mischievous part in the life of our body politic. He has 

no place here; and the sooner he returns to the land to which he feels his real heart-

allegiance, the better it will be for every good American. There is no such thing as a 

hyphenated American who is a good American. The only man who is a good American is 

the man who is an American and nothing else. . . . 

 

 

For an American citizen to vote as a German-American, an Irish-American, or an 

English-American, is to be a traitor to American institutions; and those hyphenated 

Americans who terrorize American politicians by threats of the foreign vote are engaged 

in treason to the American Republic. . . . 

 

RIGHTS AND DUTIES OF CITIZENS 

 

Any discrimination against aliens is a wrong, for it tends to put the immigrant at a 

disadvantage and to cause him to feel bitterness and resentment during the very years 

when he should be preparing himself for American citizenship. If an immigrant is not fit 

to become a citizen, he should not be allowed to come here. If he is fit, he should be 

given all the rights to earn his own livelihood, and to better himself, that any man can 

have. . . . Special legislation should deal with the aliens who do not come here to be made 
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citizens. But the alien who comes here intending to become a citizen should be helped in 

every way to advance himself, should be removed from every possible disadvantage, and 

in return should be required under penalty of being sent back to the country from which 

he came, to prove that he is in good faith fitting himself to be an American citizen. . . . 

 

AMERICANIZATION 

 

The foreign-born population of this country must be an Americanized population—no 

other kind can fight the battles of America either in war or peace. It must talk the 

language of its native-born fellow-citizens, it must possess American citizenship and 

American ideals. It must stand firm by its oath of allegiance in word and deed and must 

show that in very fact it has renounced allegiance to every prince, potentate, or foreign 

government. It must be maintained on an American standard of living so as to prevent 

labor disturbances in important plants and at critical times. None of these objects can be 

secured as long as we have immigrant colonies, ghettos, and immigrant sections, and 

above all they cannot be assured so long as we consider the immigrant only as an 

industrial asset. The immigrant must not be allowed to drift or to be put at the mercy of 

the exploiter. Our object is not to imitate one of the older racial types, but to maintain 

a new American type and then to secure loyalty to this type. We cannot secure such 

loyalty unless we make this a country where men shall feel that they have justice and also 

where they shall feel that they are required to perform the duties imposed upon them. . . . 

[W]e have failed to impress upon the immigrant and upon the native-born as well that 

they are expected to do justice as well as to receive justice, that they are expected to be 

heartily and actively and single-mindedly loyal to the flag no less than to benefit by 

living under it. 

 

We cannot afford to continue to use hundreds of thousands of immigrants merely as 

industrial assets while they remain social outcasts and menaces any more than fifty years 

ago we could afford to keep the black man merely as an industrial asset and not as a 

human being. We cannot afford to build a big industrial plant and herd men and women 

about it without care for their welfare. We cannot afford to permit squalid overcrowding 

or the kind of living system which makes impossible the decencies and necessities of life. 

We cannot afford the low wage rates and the merely seasonal industries which mean the 

sacrifice of both individual and family life and morals to the industrial machinery. . . .  
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Justice Dowling
*
 in his speech has described the excellent fourth degree of your 

order, of how in it you dwell upon duties rather than rights, upon the great duties of 

patriotism and of national spirit. It is a fine thing to have a society that holds up such a 

standard of duty. I ask you to make a special effort to deal with Americanization, the 

fusing into one nation, a nation necessarily different from all other nations, of all who 

come to our shores. Pay heed to the three principal essentials: (1) the need of a common 

language, with a minimum amount of illiteracy; (2) the need of a common civil standard, 

similar ideals, beliefs, and customs symbolized by the oath of allegiance to America; and 

(3) the need of a high standard of living, of reasonable equality of opportunity and of 

social and industrial justice. In every great crisis in our history, in the Revolution and in 

the Civil War, and in the lesser crises, like the Spanish war, all factions and races have 

been forgotten in the common spirit of Americanism. Protestant and Catholic, men of 

English or of French, of Irish or of German, descent have joined with a single-minded 

purpose to secure for the country what only can be achieved by the resultant union of all 

patriotic citizens. You of this organization have done a great service by your insistence 

that citizens should pay heed first of all to their duties. Hitherto undue prominence has 

been given to the question of rights. Your organization is a splendid engine for giving to 

the stranger within our gates a high conception of American citizenship. . . . 

 

ONE AMERICA 

 

All of us, no matter from what land our parents came, no matter in what way we may 

severally worship our Creator, must stand shoulder to shoulder in a united America for 

the elimination of race and religious prejudice. We must stand for a reign of equal justice 

to both big and small. We must insist on the maintenance of the American standard of 

living. We must stand for an adequate national control which shall secure a better training 

of our young men in time of peace, both for the work of peace and for the work of war. 

We must direct every national resource, material and spiritual, to the task not of shirking 

difficulties, but of training our people to overcome difficulties. Our aim must be, not to 

make life easy and soft, not to soften soul and body, but to fit us in virile fashion to do a 

great work for all mankind. This great work can only be done by a mighty democracy, 

with these qualities of soul, guided by those qualities of mind, which will both make it 

refuse to do injustice to any other nation, and also enable it to hold its own against 

aggression by any other nation. In our relations with the outside world, we must abhor 

                                                 
*
 Victor J. Dowling of the New York Supreme Court, a Democratic politician who was active in the 

Catholic Church and a member of the Knights of Columbus. He had spoken to the gathering before 

Roosevelt’s address. 



 

 

Page | 6 

wrongdoing, and disdain to commit it, and we must no less disdain the baseness of spirit 

which lamely submits to wrongdoing. Finally and most important of all, we must strive 

for the establishment within our own borders of that stern and lofty standard of personal 

and public neutrality which shall guarantee to each man his rights, and which shall insist 

in return upon the full performance by each man of his duties both to his neighbor and to 

the great nation whose flag must symbolize in the future as it has symbolized in the past 

the highest hopes of all mankind. 


