Tyler Stovall
Bio
Tyler Stovall is Distinguished Professor of History at the University of California, Santa Cruz,
where he is also Dean of the Humanities Division. He served as President of the American
Historical Association. He specializes in the history of modern and twentieth century
France. Professor Stovall has written and edited several books on the subject, including
Paris Noir: African Americans in the City of Light (1996), and Transnational France: The
Modern History of a Universal Nation (2015). He is currently writing a global history of the
relationship between freedom and race titled White Freedom: The Racial History of an Idea,
forthcoming from Princeton University Press.
Abstract
“Freedom, Race, and the Statue of Liberty”
Conceived and built in France, and erected in the United States, the Statue of Liberty is
perhaps the world’s greatest and most recognizable symbol of freedom. In this talk I will
address a rarely considered aspect of the statue’s history, its role as a racial icon. Exploring
its history in both France and America, I will look at how it represents freedom as a white
woman, and what this gender and racial identity suggests about modern interpretations of
liberty in general.
This talk is part of a broader book project entitled White Freedom: the Racial History of an
idea, forthcoming from Princeton University Press.
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According to a persistent rumor among African Americans, the sculpture that rises
grandly from Liberty Island in New York Harbor is not the original Statue of Liberty. The
true original was modeled after a black woman and had African features. In addition, the
point of the statue was not to honor immigrants but rather the abolition of slavery in America
by the Civil War, in particular the service of black Union soldiers. The statue carried broken
chains to symbolize emancipation.

Furthermore, the legend goes, the current white statue

was substituted for the original when American politicians objected to portraying Liberty as a
black woman.

Some have even argued that the original black statue still exists, either in

France or hidden somewhere in the catacombs of New York.i
No evidence exists to verify this legend, but its mere existence underscores the
racialized nature of America‟s most famous monument.

Of all memorials to freedom

throughout the world, none is more important or widely known than the Statue of Liberty.
Towering majestically over the entrance to New York Harbor since 1886, the great statue has
become, more than any other monument or physical site, the symbol of both human freedom
and American national identity. Originally a gift from France to the United States, it also
represents the historical ties between the two great republics and the significance of liberty as
a global phenomenon.

Endlessly reproduced as a tourist object, commercial symbol, and

political icon, the Statue of Liberty is one of the great monuments of the modern world.ii
Today I consider a little-explored aspect of the Statue of Liberty‟s history, its role as
a symbol of whiteness, and more particularly of the whiteness of freedom.

In general, I

contend that race and racism are not just central aspects of Western society, but that they have
shaped and permeated the very idea of freedom as we understand it.

Moreover, freedom has

been closely entangled with ideas of whiteness and white racial identity in modern history, so
that to be free has often meant to be white, and vice versa. The Statue of Liberty symbolizes
this perfectly:

most obviously the statue‟s European physical features, but also the lack

(indeed, as we shall see, the suppression) of any markers identifying it with rebel or freed
slaves give it a strong sense of racial identity.

Moreover, the symbolic role played by the

Statue of Liberty in allowing European immigrants to the US to claim white status
underscores its racial character, as does its complicated but largely exclusionary or at best
irrelevant relationship to African Americans and other peoples of color.

In particular, the

Statue of Liberty embodies both racial difference as well as an unparalleled representation of
human liberation.

It is thus the perfect symbol of white freedom.iii

A Domesticated Vision of Republican Freedom in France
Conceived by French scholar and activist Edouard De Laboulaye and wrought by
French sculptor Frédéric Auguste Bartholdi, the Statue of Liberty represents not only the
admiration of the people of France for America but equally illustrates the changing nature of
liberty, including its racial dimensions, in French history. The idea of France as a land of
freedom has been central to modern French identity, summarized by the famous slogan of the
French Revolution, liberté, égalité, fraternité, in which liberty takes pride of place.iv

In particular, the ideal of freedom has taken the political form of republicanism,
emphasizing popular sovereignty and the rejection of aristocratic rule. Emerging out of the
cauldron of the French Revolution, republicanism espoused a new vision of France, and
indeed of all humanity, centered around individual liberty and political democracy. By the
beginnings of the twentieth century republican ideology dominated French political culture,
and continues to do so to this day.v The creation of republican hegemony took decades,
however, involving a series of tumultuous political struggles throughout the nineteenth
century. The Statue of Liberty was conceived and constructed during this era of republican
apprenticeship in France, eventually symbolizing not just freedom in America but also the
triumph of the republican ideal in the land of Liberty‟s birth.
Throughout the 19th century republicanism in France struggled with its revolutionary
heritage.

French political history in the 1800s seems like a crazy quilt of republics,

dictatorships, and empires, constantly interrupted by revolutionary upheavals:
overthrew the national government in 1830, 1848, and 1870.vi

rebels

At the base of the turmoil,

however, was the core tension between republicanism and liberalism, between the emphasis
on democracy and the stress on individual freedom.

Not for nothing did the liberal prime

minister of the July Monarchy, François Guizot, scornfully dismiss those campaigning for
universal suffrage by saying that if they wanted to vote they should get rich.vii

How could

the radical vision of democracy championed by the Jacobin republic and the sans-culottes of
the French Revolution coexist with property rights, the rule of law, and civil liberties?viii
The contrast between these two visions of republicanism formed part of the broader
struggle throughout Europe and beyond to reconcile popular sovereignty and private property,
one that would ultimately create the powerful compromise we know as liberal democracy.
In order for republicanism to win the allegiance of the affluent bourgeoisie in particular and
the majority of the French population in general, it ultimately had to shed its revolutionary

trappings and come to terms with the nation‟s established order. The ideal of “the social
republic”, a republicanism that emphasized social equality and justice, had to be suppressed,
by force of arms if necessary.ix Not until the creation of the Third Republic in 1870 did
French republicanism succeed in making this key ideological shift, and not until the
republicans‟ victory in the Dreyfus Affair at the end of the century did republicanism become
the uncontested dominant political ideology and culture in France.
The idea of the Statue of Liberty took shape in this France wracked by empire,
republicanism, and revolution. The life and politics of Edouard de Laboulaye, the man who
more than any other conceived of the idea, illustrates the ways in which the political
turbulence of mid-nineteenth century France shaped the statue that would come to dominate
New York harbor.

Laboulaye was born in 1811, at the end of Napoleon‟s First empire, and

spent his childhood and youth under the Restoration, the July Monarchy, and the Second
Republic. An ardent republican whose hero was the Marquis de Lafayette, Laboulaye was
in his early forties when Louis Napoleon smashed the French republic, replacing it with the
Second Empire.x
Bitterly disappointed by this new turn to despotism in France, Laboulaye focused on
the United States as a successful example of republican government and popular sovereignty.
A professor of law at Paris‟ prestigious Collège de France, he became one of the nation‟s first
and most prominent specialists in the study of the United States.

Like a fellow Frenchman

who he greatly admired, Alexis de Tocqueville, Laboulaye saw in the United States a
successful example of moderate and stable republicanism that could serve as a model for
France and the rest of Europe.
The 1865 triumph of the North in the American civil war was followed five years
later by the collapse of the Second Empire in France and the advent of the Third Republic.

The defeat of the Confederacy removed Laboulaye‟s one major criticism of the United States,
slavery.

Like many French liberals a strong abolitionist, Laboulaye had struggled to

understand how a regime as noble as the American republic could tolerate such an
abomination against human rights.

During one of his celebrated lectures at the Collège de

France, Laboulaye commented “Why is it that this friendship [between France and America]
has cooled?

Why is it that the name of American is not so dear to us as it was in those days?

It is due to slavery.”xi

For Laboulaye, the civil war and the emancipation of America‟s

slaves reaffirmed his faith in that nation‟s republican vision. The overthrow of the Second
Empire brought the end of a regime that had antagonized the United States and made France
once again a republic.

As a result, Laboulaye ardently hoped for an alliance of the two great

sister republics, one that would bring liberty and enlightenment to all the peoples of the
world.xii
By the beginning of the 1870s Laboulaye had developed the idea of a giant statue
symbolizing liberty that France would give to the United States in honor of the centennial of
the American Revolution.xiii

At the end of the 1860s he met Frédéric-Auguste Bartholdi, an

ambitious young French sculptor devoted to monumental public art who would make his
vision a reality. Bartholdi had long been interested in larger-than-life sculptures, influenced
by classical works like the Colossus of Rhodes and the great statues of Thebes in Egypt.

In

the late 1860s he had designed a great statue, “Egypt Bringing Light to Asia” for the Egyptian
viceroy, Ismail Pasha, to stand at the entrance to the new Suez canal.

The project never

came to fruition, but in many ways it represented a first exploration of the themes that would
culminate with the Statue of Liberty. Most important, the image of a female colossus
symbolizing liberty and progress inspired Bartholdi‟s creation of the American statue.xiv
Why would one give the ideal of liberty a female form? There is a long history of
female representations of nations and political ideas, one which, as many feminists have

trenchantly noted, has often coincided with the political exclusion and suppression of women
in real life.xv The ancient Romans celebrated the goddess Libertas, and during the early
modern era in Europe the idea of freedom as a woman challenged the masculine authority of
kings. The French Revolution gave birth to the idea of Marianne as the great symbol of the
Republic, and throughout the modern era she has represented both republicanism and the
nation of France in general.xvi

No painting of modern liberty is better known, or more

powerful, than Eugène Delacroix‟s Liberty Leading the People. Created in the year that the
1830 Revolution overthrew the Restoration monarchy, Delacroix‟s great work portrays
Liberty as a powerful woman, armed and bare-breasted, leading the insurgents of Paris in the
fight for freedom.xvii
Marianne is the direct ancestor of the Statue of Liberty, but the American monument
incorporated some very important changes, symbolizing a different vision of freedom.

Most

notably, the classic image of Marianne united republicanism and revolution, emphasizing the
overthrow of oppression.

Key to this vision was the presence on so many Mariannes of the

Phrygian cap, the ancient Roman symbol of the freed slave. Throughout the modern era in
Europe, as the Marseillaise itself demonstrates, the struggle against monarchism and
capitalism often adopted the metaphor of the slave uprising.xviii

Marianne thus represented

not just resistance to oppression but more specifically freedom as the end of slavery. As in
Delacroix‟s painting, many Mariannes also bore weapons, emphasizing that the fight for
liberty was a violent struggle.

Finally, Marianne often bore a torch of some sort,

symbolizing both illumination and also the fires of revolution.
One of the most dramatic (and for its opponents, horrific) images of the Commune
was the pétroleuse, or female incendiary; persistent rumors suggested that working class
Parisian women would fill empty bottles with gasoline and use these homemade bombs to
attack the forces of order and set fires throughout the city.xix The pétroleuse was Delacroix‟s

Liberty come to life, a revolutionary woman holding a flame in her hand. She symbolized
everything bad about republicanism, and the French troops that suppressed the Commune
summarily executed women throughout the city suspected of being pétroleuses.xx
The new Third Republic sought to craft a more peaceful, less revolutionary image of
Marianne after 1870; like the Second Empire before it, it sought to ban the Phrygian cap as
part of this symbol.xxi

More important for the purposes of this study, the turmoil of the 1870

revolution and the Paris Commune reinforced the belief of Laboulaye and Bartholdi in
moderate republicanism and the need to represent it in a monumental symbol. For them, the
French civil war underscored the dangers of the revolutionary republic, which must be
suppressed symbolically as well as in actual combat.
consequently emphasized freedom‟s moderate virtue.

Their vision of the Statue of Liberty
The statue is fully clothed, both

majestic and modest, unlike the radical harridans of Paris.
cap:

It also does not bear a Phrygian

as we shall see, the suppression of any links with anti-slavery also had an important

American dimension, but in the French context it represented the rejection of freedom as
insurrection, so violently embodied by the Paris Commune.

In addition, the Statue of

Liberty‟s torch is carefully contained, a light and not a fire, or as Laboulaye put it, “a torch
and not a flame”, to illuminate, not destroy.xxii

The French vision of the Statue of Liberty

thus represented a domesticated version of the pétroleuse, weaponless and shorn of all
revolutionary intent.xxiii[FIGURE 4]
The evolution of the image of Marianne, and the contest between moderate and
radical visions of republicanism, formed part of the struggles around social class that so
profoundly shaped life and politics in nineteenth century France. The moderate republic
was to an important degree a bourgeois republic, whereas the ideal of the social republic
often symbolized by Marianne wearing a red Phyrgian cap played an important role in
working class politics and culture.

French officials after 1870 struggled against popular and

working-class desires for a Marianne with a Phrygian cap on the official buildings of the
republic.xxiv
At the same time, such conflicts based in social class and class ideologies had an
important racial dimension. Differences of race and class have often interacted in modern
history, so that working-class Europeans have frequently been racialized as Other.xxv During
the nineteenth century many leftists portrayed workers as slaves, and their struggles as a kind
of slave uprising; Karl Marx himself called the Paris Commune a revolt against “the wouldbe slaveholders of France!” and compared it to the American Civil War.xxvi Others considered
the Communards savages, viewing them and Parisian workers in general as unfit for
civilization and liberty.

For Count Arthur de Gobineau, France‟s most prominent racial

theorist, the Commune and French workers in general represented racial degeneration and
debasement analogous to blacks and other peoples of color.xxvii
Perhaps most important, the triumph of bourgeois republicanism in France coincided
with imperial expansion overseas.

It is one of the ironies of French history that the regime

which overthrew the Second Empire would foster the nation‟s greatest period of imperial
expansion. The Third Republic created a massive new empire, expanding and consolidating
colonies in Africa, Indochina, and the Pacific, and it did so in the name of republicanism. It
presented the strange contradiction of a republican empire without an emperor. The essence
of this contradiction was of course racial difference, so that republican France became an
empire of black and brown natives ruled over by white citizensxxviii
The great statue France bequeathed to the United States in 1886 was therefore far
more than a straightforward symbol of liberty.

It represented the changing view of

republicanism, and freedom in general, in France during the 19th century.

In particular, it

underscored the triumph of a new view of freedom, one which increasingly rejected the

concept‟s more radical history in favor of the rule of law and respect for the rights of property.
This bourgeois vision of liberty also had a significant racial component, especially
noteworthy because the Third Republic would not only emphasize conservative
republicanism but also go on to create the greatest overseas empire in French history, When
Liberty came to America‟s shores, this racial dimension already prefigured in France would
become more important than ever.

Republicanism and Race in the United States
The America that welcomed the Statue of Liberty stood poised on the edge of global
prominence, while at the same time haunted by the shadows of the recent Civil War. To an
even greater extent than in the case of France, the political life of the United States centered
around republicanism:

the birth of the American nation constituted a definitive break with

monarchy, and the United States had always been a republic. As in France, however, there
were different visions of republicanism in America. America also faced a choice between
more and less inclusive visions of the republic, radical versus conservative republicanism.
In America the key issue dividing republicans (which is to say political thinkers in general)
was slavery, and behind it, racial difference.xxix
Unlike France, the United States began not just as a republic but as a slave republic,
and the intimate entanglement of freedom and race lay at the heart of the American
experience from the beginning. The 1790 Alien Naturalization Act limited citizenship to
whites, a legal tradition reinforced by the Dred Scott decision of 1857 which held that even
free blacks could not be US citizens. The conflict over slavery led directly to the Civil War,
the greatest military conflict in American history which cost the lives of 600,000 Americans,
more than any other war before or since. The importance of the war to American history

cannot be overstated: in a sense the true American Revolution, the Civil War made the
United States one nation, and set the stage for the unprecedented economic growth of the late
nineteenth century and the world dominance of the twentieth.xxx Most notably for our
purposes, in abolishing slavery and making the freed slaves American citizens, the victory of
the Union spelled the end of the white republic.xxxi
Or did it?

The Republican Party had been founded in 1854 as a political movement

opposed to slavery, yet as became clear such opposition could take different forms. For
many, including the first Republican president Abraham Lincoln, opposition to slavery meant
hostility to the presence of blacks, slave or free, on American soil. The republic must reject
slavery, but the best way to do so was to get rid of the slaves themselves.xxxii Lincoln and
many other Republicans had only come to support the abolition of slavery reluctantly, and the
Emancipation Proclamation provoked furious hostility throughout the North during the
war.xxxiii

By 1865 the Republicans were clearly divided not only as to how to rebuild a

bitterly divided nation, but more generally about the shape of the American republic in the
future. Moderate and conservative Republicans, like Lincoln‟s successor Andrew Johnson,
wanted not only to reconcile with the defeated South but also to prevent social or political
equality for African Americans.

In contrast, the Radical Republicans insisted on a

thoroughgoing political overall of the South, one that would give the freedmen full status as
American citizens based on the principle that all Americans were equal regardless of race.xxxiv
The conflict between these two perspectives haunted the Reconstruction era, and
ultimately brought it to its end. During the decade after the end of the Civil War the Radical
Republicans controlled the US Congress, using that control to pass sweeping legislation
(including the Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Amendments to the US Constitution) that
sought to empower the former slaves as equal citizens of the republic. Most important, they
deployed Federal troops throughout the former Confederacy to ensure the freedmen‟s right to

vote, so that during Reconstruction black legislators often controlled the state governments of
the South.

These efforts were fought tooth and nail not only by white Southerners and the

Democratic Party which represented them, but also by Andrew Johnson and other moderate
Republicans.

Resistance to Reconstruction frequently turned violent, especially after a

group of ex-Confederate soldiers founded the Ku Klux Klan in 1866, unleashing a wave of
white terror against black and white Republicans throughout the South.
vigilantes massacred some 150 blacks in Colfax, Louisiana.

In 1873 white

Two years later similar

terrorists killed hundreds of black men in Mississippi as the Democrats retook control of the
state by force.xxxv
1877, the year that saw the triumph of the moderate Republic in France, also
witnessed the end of the radical Republican Reconstruction in the United States.

In 1876

the moderate Republican Rutherford B. Hayes won a very closely contested presidential
election, partly on his promise to stop meddling in the affairs of the South.

He won

southern Democratic support by agreeing to withdraw Federal troops from the region, a
promise he kept in 1877. With their departure, little prevented white Democrats and the
racist terrorists who supported them from ending Reconstruction and the promise of an
egalitarian Republic.

Blacks continued to exercise their right to vote for a while, but

starting in the 1890s southern state legislatures passed new constitutions using the poll tax
and other means to effectively disenfranchise them.

By the first decade of the twentieth

century white supremacy had destroyed Reconstruction and the dream of an inclusive
republic.xxxvi
The end of Reconstruction was perhaps the most obvious example of the increasingly
racialized nature of American republicanism in the late nineteenth century. In 1882, little
more than a decade after laborers from China had helped build the nation‟s first
transcontinental railroad, America passed the first of several Chinese Exclusion Acts, making

it a crime for workers to immigrate to the United States from China. xxxvii

The decades after

the Civil War also witnessed the final stages of the American wars against Native Americans
in the Great Plains, culminating with the Wounded Knee massacre of 1890.xxxviii The Civil
War and Reconstruction had brought the hope that republicanism in America could embrace
all peoples, but by the dawn of the twentieth century it was clear that America would remain
a racialized white republic for the foreseeable future. Racial difference no longer existed as a
function of slavery, but now assumed center stage in American political and social life. As a
result, by the turn of the twentieth century liberty in America was to an important extent for
whites only.xxxix
The nation that welcomed the Statue of Liberty in 1886 was thus one that had
embraced its own version of conservative republicanism, one even more than in France
grounded in racial difference. The image of a Marianne shorn of references to insurgent
politics found a ready audience in America.

Correspondingly, while Laboulaye and

Bartholdi personally supported the abolitionist cause, they designed the statue not to irritate
what had become increasingly a sore subject in the United States.

By the 1880s the

Confederate narrative of the Civil War and Reconstruction, viewing them as an unfortunate
mistake at best, a crime against civilization at worst, had gained traction throughout the
country and remains influential to this day.xl
During his tour of the US to explore support for the statue, the new political context
became clear to Bartholdi and influenced his design of his magnum opus. He had originally
planned to have the statue hold broken chains in her hand as a symbol of slave emancipation,
but replaced them with a book of law. The Statue of Liberty does in fact include broken
chains at her feet, but they are effectively hidden both by her robe and by the pedestal on
which she stands.

Like the Phrygian cap, therefore, the effective absence of the broken

chains distanced the statue not only from slave emancipation but from radical Republicanism

in general.xli
Political dynamics in both France and the United States thus served to distance the
Statue of Liberty from republican egalitarianism, and in doing so gave it an important racial
meaning. The resplendent white lady standing above New York harbor turned her back on
the racialized working masses of Europe and the increasingly marginalized blacks and other
peoples of color in America. When Americans celebrated the inauguration of the Statue of
Liberty in 1886 they celebrated a racialized vision of liberty; the original statue may not have
been black, but the one they embraced was certainly white. Right from the beginning of its
history in America, therefore, the Statue of Liberty was a powerful representation of white
freedom.

White Woman on a Pedestal
As is well known, the United States met France‟s gift of the Statue of Liberty by
funding and building a giant pedestal upon which to place it.

Funded by a popular

subscription launched by American newspaper magnate Joseph Pulitzer, the massive pedestal
and base rise 154 feet from the soil of Liberty Island, slightly taller that the statue itself.
The lady of liberty thus stands high above New York harbor, lifting her torch to a height of
over 300 feet and to this day dominating the maritime approach to America‟s largest city.xlii
This image of the woman on a pedestal corresponds to increasingly conservative
images of gender and womanhood during the nineteenth century, in America and throughout
the world.

We have already seen how the design of the Statue of Liberty represented a more

conservative vision of Marianne, illustrating the shift in republicanism in both the United
States and France. This shift corresponded to a broader transformation of the image and

reality of women‟s lives during the nineteenth century, one historians have characterized as
the rise of domesticity.

Briefly stated, with the spread of industrial society and bourgeois

culture middle class women found themselves removed from the world of paid labor and
increasingly relegated to the home. While this new idea of femininity certainly did not reflect
the lives of working class women, the bourgeois standard of female behavior and status
increasingly characterized what it meant to be a woman in the modern age.xliii
The image of the woman on a pedestal closely corresponded to the new model of
domesticity.

It was the image of a woman prized and cherished, even venerated, but also

controlled and fixed firmly in place. Many feminists thus saw in this image an attempt to
masquerade the oppression of women in a gentle guise, praising them as symbols instead of
recognizing them as human beings.xliv They thus rejected arguments of men like Senator
George Vest of Missouri, who in 1887 declared on the floor of the Senate that:

“
It is said that suffrage is to be given to enlarge the sphere of women‟s influence. Mr.
President, it would destroy her influence. It would take her down from that pedestal where
she is today, influencing as a mother the minds of her offspring, influencing by her gentle and
kindly caress the action of her husband toward the good and pure.” xlv

Scholars have commented on the ambivalent appearance and symbolism of the
Statue of Liberty. Perhaps most famously, historian Marvin Trachtenberg observed that not
only did it represent a powerful, monumental image of woman, a “great lady,” but that at the
same time “for a fee she is open to all for entry and exploration…” xlvi This incongruity
corresponded more generally to new bourgeois ideas of femininity which rendered the ideal
woman sexless and subservient, while at the same time struggled to repress sexual desire.
Freud‟s madonna-whore complex, a powerful representation of this ambivalence about
women, thus found expression in the great statue dominating New York harbor after 1886.xlvii

As many feminist historians have noted, these new ideals of domesticity often
intersected with and were mutual reinforced by the new racial hierarchies and racism.

In

both Europe and America, the proper lady was a white woman who not only kept her distance
from subaltern classes and races, but whose presence could also foster the hegemony of white
bourgeois civilization. During the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries European
colonial regimes began promoting the emigration of white women to their empires as wives
and mothers.

They would not only prevent the need for interracial liaisons between

European men and native women, but also domesticate colonial society by centering it
around white family life. Creating white domestic life meant, among other things, segregated
white neighborhoods and social spaces in colonial cities.

Imperial life thus placed the

European woman on a pedestal, coming in contact with the natives below only as a
benevolent but distant mistress.xlviii
In the United States as well the presence of the white woman stood for bourgeois
domesticity and freedom. Very similar to the European colonies, white pioneer women in
the American West were seen as crucial to transforming the region from a wilderness
populated by savages into a settled and domesticated part of the United States. Wives and
mothers, farmwomen and schoolteachers, not saloonkeepers, prostitutes, or cowgirls, were
instrumental to the civilizing of the West.xlix

In no area did the racialized cult of domesticity

prove more important than the American South, both before and after the Civil War.
Rendered famous by Gone with the Wind, the cult of Southern womanhood has a complex
history, involving both the embrace of patriarchal society and the emphasis on white women‟s
empowerment in a variety of spheres ranging from the church to the plantation.

The ideal of

the Southern plantation mistress in particular underscored how white women created and
symbolized civilization in a society dependent upon the labor of enslaved black women and
men.l

The image of the lady on the pedestal was crucial for white Southern women; their
gentility depended on an isolation from the realities of slave society.

Above all, it meant the

complete absence of sexual relations between white women and black men. During the late
nineteenth century this emphasis on white biological and sexual purity became a key
component of the form of racial terror known as lynching.

White segregationists lynched

black men and women as a way of reestablishing white supremacy throughout the South.

It

soon, however, also became linked to a defense of white womanhood against the threat of
black rapists. As South Carolina Senator Ben Tillman argued,

“We of the South have never recognized the right of the negro to govern white men, and we
never will. We have never believed him to be the equal of the white man, and we will not
submit to his gratifying his lust on our wives and daughters without lynching him.”li

Although, as contemporary anti-lynching activists like Ida B. Wells pointed out, most
lynchings had nothing to do with sexual contact at all, let alone attempted rape, the idea that
white men lynched black men to preserve the honor of white women became a central theme
of Southern life under Jim Crow. At a time when the image of liberty was enshrined in New
York harbor as a white woman on a pedestal, racial terror became an important means of
preserving that ideal in the states of the former Confederacy.

Freedom and racial

segregation, and the violence needed to preserve racial segregation, went hand in hand in the
idealized female white body.lii
As the ultimate representation of the white woman on a pedestal, the Statue of
Liberty could thus symbolize not just freedom but also racial conflict, the pure female
needing protection from the black rapist and at the same time standing for retribution against
black men in general. In one instance a replica of the Statue of Liberty did play a role in an

actual lynching.

In the early years of the twentieth century a series of racial assaults forced

many of the African American residents of Missouri‟s Ozarks region to flee for their lives.
These culminated on April 14, 1906, when an enraged mob of thousands of whites lynched
three black men, Horace Duncan, Fred Coker, and Will Allen, for having sexually assaulted a
white woman, Mina Edwards. The crowd dragged the three men to the Gottfried Tower, one
of the city‟s tallest structures topped by a replica of the Statue of Liberty, and hung them from
it. An editorial cartoon in the Saint Louis Post-Dispatch entitled “O Liberty, What Crimes
Are Committed In Thy Name!” commemorated the grisly event.liii
As the cartoon‟s title suggests, the use of the Statue of Liberty in a lynching
prompted widespread outrage among both black and white Americans.
that the very notion of freedom had been defiled.

There was a sense

The governor of Missouri not only

condemned the crime but also argued that the statue should be removed from the Springfield
public square until justice was done.liv At the same time, the incident corresponded to a
certain symbolic meaning of the Statue of Liberty, notably the role played by ideals of white
womanhood in violence against black men. The image of three black men lynched by the
Statue of Liberty dramatically underscored the racialized dimension of America‟s greatest
monument.lv

Immigration, Race, and the Statue of Liberty
For most Americans, the Statue of Liberty symbolizes above all the history of
immigration to the United States, particularly immigration from southern and eastern Europe
during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

In the classic narrative of American

history, it represented the nation‟s welcome to the oppressed from throughout the world, and
its ability to turn them all into loyal citizens grateful for the freedom they had found on its

shores. As an article for the National Park Service has put it, “Between 1886 and 1924,
almost 14 million immigrants entered the United States through New York. The Statue of
Liberty was a reassuring sign that they had arrived in the land of their dreams. To these
anxious newcomers, the Statue's uplifted torch did not suggest "enlightenment," as her
creators intended, but rather, "welcome." Over time, Liberty emerged as the "Mother of
Exiles," a symbol of hope to generations of immigrants.” lvi In a sense, the Statue of Liberty
was herself the most famous immigrant in American history.
A closer analysis of the famed statue‟s relationship to American immigrants reveals a
somewhat different story.

In the late nineteenth century many Americans viewed and

portrayed the Statue of Liberty as a symbol of anti-immigrant sentiment.lvii Those Americans
who embraced Nativism and saw the immigrant masses as a religious, racial, and political
danger to the Republic feared they would overwhelm not only the statue but the country as a
whole. Not until well into the twentieth century did the idea of the statue as a welcoming
beacon to immigrants become dominant in American society.
In exploring the reasons for this transformation, I focus on the racial identity of the
Statue of Liberty, its representation of the ideal of white freedom. Historians of whiteness
have studied the ways in which European immigrants were gradually accepted as white in
America, and their relationship with the Statue of Liberty is part of this history. lviii In sum,
the Statue of Liberty became a welcoming symbol of immigration when European
immigrants became white. Those immigrants who gazed rapturously at the magnificent
statue upon their arrival in New York harbor may have seen a symbol of freedom and
prosperity, but they also saw a vision of whiteness, ultimately one of what they could become
in America.
From the 1880s until the First World War the United States witnessed a wave of

immigration unprecedented in both size and origins. During this period over twenty million
immigrants journeyed to America: whereas in the early 19th century roughly 125,000 arrived
per year, by the 1880s and 1890s the number jumped to nearly half a million. In 1907 alone
almost 1.3 million came to the United States.lix Moreover, they came from different places.
Before the late nineteenth century most American immigrants were natives of the British Isles
(including Ireland), Germany, and Scandinavia. The new immigrants still came mostly from
Europe, but starting in the 1880s they mostly left the eastern and Mediterranean parts of the
continent. Some four million Italians journeyed to American in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries; between 1910 and 1920 alone, over 3.5 million came from the Russian
and Austro-Hungarian empires. Many of these latter were Jews, some 2 million of whom
came to the United States from the 1880s to the 1920s.lx
Thanks to her location in New York harbor, the Statue of Liberty had a front row seat
to witness this massive human drama. Most European immigrants traveling to America by
steamship first came to New York. In 1892 federal authorities turned Ellis Island, just
upriver from the statue‟s home on Bedloe‟s Island, into the nation‟s largest immigrant
processing center. The immigrant ships passed by the Statue of Liberty en route to Ellis
Island where they would formally enter the United States. The sight of the great monument
to the left was for many their first sight of America, and one of the most dramatic and
enduring.

“
To the immigrants who battled tough times and rough seas, the Statue of Liberty was
a welcoming beacon, a mystical madonna who made the homeless newcomers weep, pray
and dance for joy.
Swathed in a morning‟s mist, the mesmerizing lady of the harbor appeared off to the
left of their ships, hailing their entry to the new world. For many, it was the first time they
dared to hope.

„The people were screaming and some of them were crying. It was all kind of a
joyous feeling of coming to the land of freedom and a land of love,‟ recalled Clara Larsen of
New York City who came from Russia in 1911 at age 13.”lxi

By no means all Americans considered the Statue of Liberty a symbol of welcome to the new
immigrants, however. As historian Peter Schrag has pointed out, if America is a land of
immigrants it is also one of anti-immigrant hostility and prejudice.lxii The massive new waves
of immigration horrified many Americans, who frequently looked down upon the newcomers
as ragged, dirty, ignorant, criminal, and in general unfit to be citizens of the United States.
Many turned to Nativism, a tradition of hostility to foreigners and immigrants that
experienced a major rebirth during this era.

Led by Senator Henry Cabot Lodge of

Massachusetts, the Nativists sought to keep foreigners out of the United States, seeing them
as a mortal danger to the country.
World War I and the Russian Revolution increased fears of immigrants, now also suspected
as dangerous Communists and anarchists.

In 1924 Nativism triumphed with Congress‟

passage of the Johnson-Reed Act sharply limiting immigration to America.lxiii
Nativists, like many others in American history, adopted the Statue of Liberty to
represent their own ideas. If the statue did in fact symbolize America, then it could not
belong to the despised immigrant masses thronging into New York. Many argued that in fact
Liberty stood opposed to the immigrants, struggling to protect the integrity and purity of the
American people. A series of cartoons in the late nineteenth century portrayed Liberty as
under siege by motley hordes of foreigners, violent anarchists, or other undesirables. In
1895 Thomas Bailey Aldrich published the poem “Unguarded Gates”, summing up the
Nativist fear of the immigrant threat:

“ Wide open and unguarded stand our gates,
And through them presses a wild motley throng…
Flying the Old World's poverty and scorn…
Accents of menace alien to our air,
Voices that once the Tower of Babel knew!
O Liberty, white Goddess!

Is it well

To leave the gates unguarded?

On thy breast

Fold Sorrow's children, soothe”lxiv

In this interpretation, and from the perspective of the Nativists in general, the Statue of
Liberty did not welcome the new immigrants but in contrast sought to protect America
against them.
So how did “the white goddess” end up embracing the immigrants from Europe in
the twentieth century?

In answering this question, it is important to note that southern and

eastern European immigrants were never entirely bereft of white status or privilege.

Albeit

reluctantly, until 1924 they were allowed into the United States in large numbers, unlike the
Chinese, for example.

The Johnson-Reed Act imposed strict limits on them, but even

stricter ones on hopeful immigrants from Asia or Africa.

Nonetheless, it took several

decades before European immigrants were fully accepted as Americans, worthy of the
benevolent gaze of the Statue of Liberty.
The immigrants themselves, and their descendants, played a key role in this
symbolic transformation.

Starting with that first spectacular view of the statue rising above

New York harbor, many took it as a symbol of all that America had to offer, and those that
succeeded in their new land remembered this initial vision of Liberty with gratitude.

Joseph

Pulitzer, who had arrived penniless in New York during the Civil War and become a leading

newspaper publisher, took the lead in launching the campaign to raise funds for the statue‟s
pedestal, calling it “the people‟s statue.”lxv The descendants of the immigrants would in their
own turn champion the statue; Lee Iacocca, the chairman of the Ford Motor Company and the
son of Italian immigrants, led the planning of the one hundredth anniversary celebration of
the Statue of Liberty in 1986.
Nothing more famously symbolizes the idea of the statue as “Mother of Exiles”
than the famous poem by Emma Lazarus, “The New Colossus.”

Lazarus herself came from

a well-established German Jewish family in New York, and by her early thirties had carved
out a substantial reputation as a poet.

Starting in the early 1880s she became aware of and

horrified by the anti-Semitic pogroms in eastern Europe and the flight of many Russian Jews
to America. Their plight inspired in Lazarus a new attention to her own Jewish identity as
well as a determination to do what she could to aid her impoverished co-religionists in New
York. Asked by friends to contribute to an art exhibition raising funds for the Statue of
Liberty‟s pedestal, she responded by writing the sonnet that would both become her most
famous work and firmly link the statue to the history of European immigration.

"Keep, ancient lands, your storied pomp!" cries she
With silent lips. "Give me your tired, your poor,
Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,
The wretched refuse of your teeming shore.
Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me,
I lift my lamp beside the golden door!"

“The New Colossus” received little attention at the time, and played no role in the formal
inauguration of the Statue of Liberty in 1886.

In 1903, however, it was engraved on a

bronze plaque and mounted on the base of the statue.lxvi

Emma Lazarus‟ great sonnet, and the fond memories of millions of new Americans
who passed through New York harbor, would ultimately turn the Statue of Liberty into the
Mother of Exiles, a symbol of the United States as a nation of immigrants.

It took decades,

however, before this new vision of the statue would become dominant; Lazarus‟ poem was
largely ignored by the American public until the late 1930s.lxvii
national life had facilitated this transformation.

By then major changes in

During World War I the Statue of Liberty

became more popular than ever, competing with Uncle Sam as the symbol of American
national identity. Pictures of the famous statue were featured prominently on Liberty bonds,
at times appealing directly to former immigrants.

In August 1918 thousands of American

soldiers in Iowa posed for a picture as a living Statue of Liberty before being shipped off to
the war in France.lxviii

With the onset of the Second World War the desperate plight of

Jewish refugees from Nazi Europe brought new attention to “The New Colossus” and
America‟s welcome of an earlier group of immigrant Jews. With the US entry into the war,
the idea of welcoming the tempest-tossed huddled masses once again became important to
American identity.
Most important, however, was the change in the immigrants themselves.

John

Higham has argued that the transformation of the Statue of Liberty only became feasible with
the end of mass immigration in 1924.lxix

Americans could only romanticize European

immigration once it had largely receded into the past, and was no longer present in the shape
of millions of people speaking strange languages, eating strange foods, and crammed into
miserable slums. By the 1930s, a nadir of immigration into the United States, not only were
there few newcomers in America‟s cities and mill towns, but those who had come earlier had
adjusted to American life politically, socially, and culturally. Many had learned English, and
most of their children had grown up speaking the language fluently. World War II brought
new opportunities for national service, and acceptance as equal citizens. By the war‟s

triumphant end in 1945, the former immigrants were now Americans.lxx
To an important extent, as Matthew Frye Jacobsen and other historians of whiteness
have observed, that meant being accepted as white.lxxi This new acceptance of immigrants,
and of the Statue of Liberty as a symbol of immigration, took place as a part of the process in
which immigrants from Europe were gradually accepted as and transformed into white
Americans.
statue.

In 1941 the Detroit Free Press published a cartoon, “Americans All!” about the

The cartoon, by Arthur Pronier, shows a maternal, smiling Statue of Liberty

embracing a variety of happy children identified as coming from different immigrant
backgrounds.

Strikingly, all the children are of European origin and white.

In this

interpretation, Lady Liberty would welcome immigrants, and consider them Americans, as
long as they had white skin.lxxii
The years after World War II reinforced both the broad acceptance of the descendants
of European immigrants, now known as white ethnics, and the centrality of their history to
the Statue of Liberty as a national symbol of freedom and American identity.lxxiii

In 1956

Congress changed the name of the statue‟s site from Bedloe Island to Liberty Island, and
began planning for a national museum of immigration.lxxiv

In 1965 the federal government

passed a new immigration law overturning the Johnson-Reed Act of 1924 and removing that
laws racial and geographical restrictions. President Lyndon Johnson signed it into law on
Liberty Island at the base of the Statue. During the early 1980s the statue underwent a
massive facelift and cleaning, which included equipping it with electric lights, in preparation
for its one hundredth anniversary in 1986. That year the Reagan administration orchestrated
a huge four-day celebration, “Liberty Weekend,” in honor of the centennial.

The theme of

immigration occupied pride of place during the ceremony, highlighted by Chief Supreme
Court Justice Warren Burger‟s naturalization of 16,000 immigrants en masse.lxxv

Some commentators at the time and since noted that these celebrations took place in
a period when the United States was debating new restrictions on immigration, calling into
question the symbolism of the statue as the Mother of Exiles. To call this hypocrisy is,
however, to miss the point, for in a very real sense the Statue of Liberty never celebrated
immigration.

Rather, as the 1941 cartoon made clear, it honored the descendants of

immigrants who had become Americans, not the immigrants themselves. The centennial
apotheosis of the Statue of Liberty took place in a time when most immigrants were coming
from Asia and Latin America, not Europe. The statue saluted those of European immigrant
background who had achieved whiteness in America while at the same time turning a cold
shoulder to those who had not.

No one proposed building similar statues on the

US/Mexican border, in Miami, or on Angel Island in San Francisco Bay, to mark these new
waves of immigration, and certainly no one suggested building a similar memorial in
Charleston South Carolina or other ports (including New York itself) involved in the Middle
Passage. As a symbol of both liberty and European immigration, the Statue of Liberty has
to this day remained America‟s leading icon of white freedom.

Conclusion
Nothing compares to the Statue of Liberty as a symbol of freedom in the modern
world. In many different contexts, from the French struggle for republicanism to American
debates about immigration, it has stood for human liberty and prosperity. Standing in New
York harbor, at the gateway to the United States from Europe, it has become the
quintessential representation of American national identity while equally exemplifying
America‟s transnational and global presence. The Statue of Liberty has been instrumental in

underscoring the belief that liberty is the essence of America‟s national life as well as its
promise to all the peoples of the world.
In this article I have argued that this promise is shaped by race and racial difference.
The Statue of Liberty throughout its history has represented a white vision of freedom, one
shaped by developments in France, the United States, and elsewhere. In France Laboulaye‟s
vision of the statue emphasized a rejection of revolutionary politics in favor of a moderate
republicanism that largely excluded a racialized working class and embraced an imperial
vision of the nation-state that created a massive new colonial empire structured by racial
difference. In the United States the statue‟s roots in antislavery were largely hidden, and it
became a symbol of European immigration once, and only once, the descendants of those
immigrants had won acceptance as white Americans. The fact that the Statue of Liberty
completely ignores what was arguably the greatest freedom story in American history, the
struggle to abolish black slavery, is telling. In both countries the very idea of freedom had a
racial component, one that helped shape its most monumental representation. In a sense, the
Statue of Liberty‟s European facial features were no accident, expressing instead the racial
aesthetics and politics of liberty in the modern world.
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