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Praise for We the People

“American democracy is continually being reborn, and Juan Williams brings alive the impact of some of the modern-day leaders of this renewal. By portraying people of different backgrounds and ideologies, he has created a series of narratives that are both inspiring and thought provoking.

—Walter Isaacson

“In a Washington boiling with anger, some of it real and some of it synthetic, Juan Williams is a rarity. He combines strong beliefs with a cheerful ability to see how disparate people, including some with whom he disagrees, have enriched the American mosaic. From Robert Moses to Robert Ball, and from George Meany to Charlton Heston, this book will remind readers of some strong men and women who made the nation strong.”

—George F. Will

“The genius of We the People is that it shows how subsequent generations kept the promise of those who created our republic by building on their work rather than sitting back complacently, advancing the rights of excluded groups, and facing new problems squarely. Williams demonstrates why the American gift for self-criticism and self-correction will always be one of our greatest assets.”

—E. J. Dionne Jr., author, Why the Right Went Wrong

“A fascinating intellectual romp through American history. All sorts of burning current event issues—the gun lobby, immigration, evangelical politics, sexual revolution—are brilliantly explored by Williams. Highly recommended!”

—Douglas Brinkley, professor of history at Rice University and author of Rightful Heritage: Franklin D. Roosevelt and the Land of America

“A rich, fascinating, and zesty tour among the men and women who have helped shape what we think of today when we think of America. The book is provocative, fun, and nonpartisan, all at the same time. Just what we need to explain how we got here and where we might be headed.”

—Stephen L. Carter, William Nelson Cromwell Professor of Law at Yale University
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Roger and Alma Williams—the fighter and the girl he loved—my parents. You opened the way for generations to come.



For unto whomever much is given, of him shall be much required.

—LUKE 12:48

Well-done, good and faithful servant…Come and share your master’s happiness.

 —MATTHEW 25:21
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“What happened to my America?”

“Why don’t those people speak English?”

And “Mr. Williams, don’t take this the wrong way, but…you know, at the donut shop, at the gas station, in the schoolyard—have you ever seen so many immigrants, especially the Latinos everywhere?”

“These kids are so thuggish….Do you see any reason to be confident in this country’s future?”

After the 2012 presidential election I heard those kinds of urgent questions from older white conservatives. They seemed disoriented. With obvious anxiety they felt the cycle of history spinning away from them, leaving them dizzy and angry at being pushed away from the center of politics and culture by the emerging “New America.”

One poll found 53 percent of white Americans saying the changes in culture, economics, demographics, and politics were coming too quickly and damaging America’s “character and values.”

This sense of disillusionment is not limited to older white conservatives. In the same 2011 poll, done by Heartland Monitor, the National Journal, and Allstate, 51 percent of African Americans said they too felt all the demographic and political churning was too much and the “trends are troubling.”

A 2015 poll done by Reuters and Ipsos found that 62 percent of Republicans, 53 percent of Independents, and 37 percent of Democrats “feel like a stranger in [their] own country.” Another 72 percent of Republicans, 58 percent of Independents, and 45 percent of Democrats “don’t identify with what America has become.”

I myself am hardly immune from this national anxiety over change, and it hit me personally eight years before the 2012 election, in 2004. That year I turned fifty and felt the new realities of life pushing against me everywhere.

Just think about how much the world changed during my first fifty years on Earth.

When I was born, in 1954, people who looked like me sat at the back of the bus, drank out of separate water fountains, and went to separate schools. Eighty-nine years after the end of the Civil War, my father, an immigrant black man, could not get anything but a low-end job in most American companies. He could not go to most American schools, could not live in most American neighborhoods, and was not allowed to swim in most pools, golf on most courses, or go to most amusement parks.

My mother, who was born in Panama, did not see Latinos as a major force in American life. The census did not even bother to count the number of Latinos in the United States during the 1950s. In 1970 Latinos in the United States added up to less than 5 percent of the population. Today Latinos make up over 17 percent of the U.S. population, outnumbering blacks as the largest minority group.

In 1954 abortion was not a critical political issue. The idea of women controlling the rights to their own fertility and their bodies was not a “culture war” argument splitting conservatives and liberals. Fifty years ago U.S. government policy, supported by conservatives, promoted family planning. It was seen as a boon to parents, allowing them to better provide for a smaller number of children.

In the 1950s there was no controversy over homosexuality, largely because society was not willing to have the conversation. My mom had a gay male friend who came by the apartment regularly to design and sew dresses. Yet I never heard him or anyone else talk about gay rights. Gays remained in the closet for fear of persecution.

What a different America I saw in 2004. The leaps in the nation’s demographics, economy, and culture made it feel to me like hundreds of years had passed.

America went from allowing smoking everywhere to banning smoking everywhere. Gambling went from the street corner “numbers man” to government-run lotteries. The rising presence and influence of women in corporate America, the military, and the media shifted the power equation between the sexes, as more women decided they did not need a man to support themselves, to live a full life, or even to have a child. In fact, women began to outnumber men in colleges and graduate schools. They became the majority of the workforce as male-dominated blue-collar jobs went to Asia. Conversations about gay rights morphed into court cases about the right of gays to have legal, state-approved marriages.

Essential fibers of the social fabric—public schools, for example—began to fray, leading to calls for reform (charter schools, magnet schools, and vouchers) that would allow parents and students greater choice to find the best school for their needs. America experienced its first major gun control movement, saw the rise of a national gun lobby, and endured a spike in mass shootings in schools around the country.

And there was wholesale change in the federal government in the decades following World War II. We saw postwar America become the global “arsenal of democracy” that President Franklin D. Roosevelt had promised it would back in 1940, protecting far-flung regions of the world from Soviet communism. We witnessed the South become a Republican stronghold. That led to a conservative political revolution that culminated in the presidency of Ronald Reagan.

New technology emerged, changing the way Americans communicate, process information, and form relationships. It seemed that within just a few years suddenly everyone had a cell phone. New cable television channels, hundreds of them, appeared in everyone’s home. Internet and podcast programming moved entertainment to new platforms. And today we can use apps such as OkCupid and Tinder to find people to date in our local area.

The economy got hot in 2004, thanks to revolutions in finance, high-tech companies, hedge fund investments, and ever-higher housing prices. The bubble, of course, would soon burst.

As the economic ways of the past unraveled early in the twenty-first century, the white working class, though buoyed for a while by rising home prices and cheap credit, has faced a rude reality of stagnant wages due to a dim job market, an end to pensions, and the decline of unions. The same has been true for African Americans. Despite the rise of the black middle class in the 1970s, after the 2008 recession the African American unemployment rate soared as high as it had been in the 1960s. In 2005, Hurricane Katrina blew the cover off ingrained black poverty in New Orleans, exposing nationwide roots of black poverty tied to record high rates of unwed mothers and failing schools. The big racial arguments of the latter half of the twentieth century, which had focused on the continuing impact of the history of segregation and the need for affirmative action in college admission and hiring, faded. The focus on black poverty shifted to questions about family structure. And at the same time, ironically, the promise of equality under the law had come ever closer to being fully realized for educated blacks, Latinos, and Asians. That is why immigrants kept coming to America in waves. Change was hitting the country from multiple directions.

During these years I traveled the country as part of a National Public Radio (NPR) series called The Changing Face of America. The shows examined issues ranging from the increased use of personal technology on a daily basis to changes in how Americans worshiped to the increased acceptance of legal, state-supported gambling across the country. For the series I met with Mexican immigrants who had been given amnesty under President Reagan’s 1986 Immigration Reform and Control Act. I talked with the first generation of Americans who grew up using cell phones and the Internet after the 1996 Telecommunications Act. I reported on poor people, especially young minorities, who lost the right to welfare support because of the welfare-to-work laws crafted by Republican House Speaker Newt Gingrich and President Clinton in the 1990s.

Looking back, it seems that the folks I met through The Changing Face of America were living out the theories of Buckminster Fuller and Ray Kurzweil, two futurists who have argued that because of exponential leaps in technology and our understanding of biology, change is coming at a faster rate now than ever before in human history. Kurzweil calls it the “law of accelerating returns.” In a 2001 essay he wrote, “We won’t experience 100 years of progress in the 21st century—it will be more like 20,000 years of progress (at today’s rate).”

So how long ago and far away is the America of 1776? How distant is the Founding Fathers’ America from the reality of twenty-first-century America? I can only imagine how different the people I met while working on that show would be if I reconnected with them today. Imagine the dizziness the Founding Fathers would experience.

The NPR series won critical acclaim. These stories of change in American life from east to west, from urban to rural, and among young and old reminded me that American life was being transformed in exponential leaps. As a journalist, I was particularly alert to the new reality of fragmented politics and niche media. Experiences that at one time served to unify large segments of the population, such as watching one of the three network evening news programs, began to dissolve, with audiences for news programs breaking into politically separate groups, listening to their preferred views on talk radio or watching politically tilted cable news shows.

Even the surge of American nationalism following the 9/11 attacks and the decision to go into two wars faded quickly. At first flags flew everywhere and people stood to applaud the troops at sporting events. But as time passed the wars didn’t feel so real anymore. No one was drafted. College campus protests like those that emerged in opposition to the war in Vietnam never took place because the professional force fighting the war and dying generally did not come from elite colleges—or colleges at all, for that matter.

Similarly, the once widespread trust in institutions began to slide. The public schools suffered because of poor performance, the Catholic Church because of pedophile scandals. Baseball stars found themselves before Congress, accused of cheating with performance-enhancing steroids. Our confidence in the goodwill of Wall Street bankers and other financial leaders eroded. Trust in the word of government officials fell when people found out they had been misled about the presence of weapons of mass destruction in Iraq, and later when the government was shown to be have been asleep at the switch when the economic crash came in 2008.

As a black man, I was particularly struck that the once reliable framework of racial identity in America—white majority and black minority dealing with the aftermath of slavery and legal segregation—began to blur as Latinos and Asians began to exercise new cultural and economic influence on the nation.

For the next few years I continued filing away stories that fit the pattern of these foundational shifts in American life. I wanted to weave this collection of colorful threads into a vivid tapestry that revealed the new look of modern American life.

What became clear to me was that America was engaged in a new beginning. This was not the country where I grew up. America has been reborn any number of times over the course of its existence. The westward expansion, the Civil War, the New Deal—all had their turn at reinventing the country. Here, at the beginning of the twenty-first century, I found myself looking at one of those extraordinary moments of national transformation. A new America had emerged, at times painfully bursting from past realities and shedding cultural norms, as it entered stage after stage of uncertain change.

To me, this radical transformation was something to celebrate. Yes, political polarization and fear of rapid change were making people anxious. But overall, middle-class Americans continued to enjoy a high standard of living compared to other people around the globe. Plus the policies that forced people of color and women into subservience have all but vanished. And we Americans have a chance to create, like artists with an untouched canvas, a new, potentially better reality for ourselves.

Then, in 2010, I had an epiphany that forced me to look deeper at the radical changes taking place in the structure of the country. It began with that year’s U.S. census report—an unlikely starting point for an epiphany. The census results on the age of the American people jumped out at me. They showed that over a quarter of the American population was younger than the age of eighteen.

At first I didn’t believe it. But the census graphs indicated that children, high school age or younger, made up the largest single cohort of any of the demographic categories. I had thought people my age, baby boomers, accounted for the lion’s share of the population. I had believed that the declining birth rate among whites should be shrinking the number of young people. But the census told a different story. The influx of immigrants with sky-high birth rates had created an incredibly young nation with a total population of over 300 million American citizens.

I remember expressing my shock at the young age of the population to friends and fellow journalists and having them react with surprise at my surprise. “Have you gone to the movies lately?” one fellow journalist asked. “Every other movie is about vampires or zombie hunters. Whom do you think they’re being marketed to? They’re not making movies for you and me, buddy. They’re made for those young people.” My wife asked me if I had gone to the mall lately. The businesses that were bustling, even during the recession, she informed me, sold clothing and accessories to young people—stores like J.Crew, H&M, and Urban Outfitters. To my embarrassment, she told me that I’d have a hard time buying a pair of jeans. The newer denim styles are designed to fit tight young bodies, she said with laughter; older people have to shop for “comfort” jeans. And, she added, it’s obvious that merchants understand how family life is changing. Busy moms no longer take charge of buying clothes for their teenage children. Instead, parents give money to their children and let them go to the mall.

It occurred to me that to be a good journalist early in the twenty-first century I needed to better understand young Americans. I wasn’t totally in the dark. I did know that younger voters, especially first-time voters, constituted a crucial part of the coalition that elected Barack Obama in 2008. According to exit polls, Obama carried two-thirds of the youth vote against Republican John McCain—about 15 million ballots. Both Obama’s supporters and his critics described him as a “rock star” because of his ability to connect with younger votes who had previously been written off by politicians as too lazy and disengaged to show up at the polls on election day. Obama attracted thousands of them at a time to his rallies and enthralled them, surrounding himself with the kind of adoration you’d sooner associate with Taylor Swift. But I also had a hunch that America’s youth-heavy population had affected more than Obama’s 2008 victory. I needed to meet with these young people and listen to them to hear in their own words how they see their role in this new American story. The rising social and economic power of young people was intersecting with their growing political power.

I decided to visit a high school in the middle of the country, expecting that the big increase in immigrants and racial minorities among young people would be evident there. I visited Washburn High School, a public school for grades 9–12 in Minneapolis, Minnesota. Minneapolis is the largest city in the state and its demographics are roughly at parity with those of the nation as a whole. Politically, it is very much a purple city, having voted for both Democratic and Republican candidates in recent elections for all levels of government. It seemed a good microcosm for the entire nation. I had asked to spend a day there conducting group interviews and listening sessions with student leaders in academics, athletics, student government, and community service. I wanted to get a range of opinions from the whole student body. As an outsider, I found that they seemed similar in mannerisms and dress—texting cavalierly on their smartphones, wearing the same brand names of casual clothing, and drinking the same cans of caffeinated energy drinks. But as I engaged them in conversation, I discovered they saw themselves as unique, and they couldn’t understand how I saw similarities in their behavior.

I had a fascinating conversation with a woman who worked as a guidance counselor at the high school. She had been a student at the school in the 1970s, as had her children in the 1980s and ’90s. I asked her, “What was the biggest difference between Washburn High then and Washburn High now?” Her first response was, “Mr. Williams, I’m sure it was obvious to you.” When I told her it wasn’t, she went on, “You asked to meet with student leaders—the students with the highest GPAs and SAT scores, the best student athletes, the ones who were being awarded scholarships and getting internships. Didn’t you notice that the majority of all the groups you met with were young women?” One group of ten high achievers had eight girls and two boys; in others, six or seven out of ten were girls. Within those groups, there was a cohort of Hispanic and Asian students, all of whom were the children and grandchildren of immigrants. “That is what is different,” the counselor told me. Suddenly the light went on for me, illuminating yet another part of transformation in the nation’s structure.

It is not just that young people are the single biggest group of Americans, but that among those young people women clearly outperformed the men. They had better grades and test scores, and they more often demonstrated the maturity to run school groups, get internships, and become leaders. Women are taking the lead in competing for educational and economic opportunities afforded by new technology and a new order of domestic and international politics.

In this transformed, twenty-first-century America, women are now earning the majority of both undergraduate and graduate degrees. One college administrator joked with me that if their admissions panel went strictly on test scores, writing samples, and extracurricular activities, their entire student body would consist of women. He went on to say, only half joking, that they had to have an affirmative action program for young men. When I asked him why that was, he said, “Because girls like boys.”

As I drove to the airport to fly back to Washington, D.C., I thought about the world I was returning to inside the Beltway. At the time, the U.S. Congress had over ninety female members—the highest number in American history. One of them, Nancy Pelosi, was the Speaker of the House. The secretary of state, the face of America to the rest of the world, was a woman, Hillary Clinton. Before her, the secretary of state had been a black woman, Condoleezza Rice. Before her, it had been a black man, Colin Powell. And before him, it had been Madeleine Albright, the first woman to hold the post. When he became secretary of state in 2013, John Kerry was the first white man to serve in that role in sixteen years. President Obama had nominated the third female Supreme Court justice in history, Sonia Sotomayor, a Hispanic woman. A year later, Obama would nominate the fourth female justice, Elena Kagan.

Recently enough, two of the three anchors for the network evening news broadcasts were women—Katie Couric at CBS and Diane Sawyer at ABC. Women now make up roughly half of the American workforce. There are a record number of women and minorities serving as CEOs of Fortune 500 companies. Educated young women were the swing vote in the 2008, 2010, and 2012 elections. Those women, along with older women who are widowed, divorced, or never married, have become the deciding vote in every election since the early 1970s. They constitute the fulcrum of modern electoral politics. In fact, millions of dollars are spent each election cycle trying to appeal to women, with a special emphasis on independent-minded, working women—dubbed “soccer moms” during the economic boom of the 1990s, “security moms” after 9/11, or “mortgage moms” after the 2008 financial crisis. They are highly likely to vote, because they care about how government impacts the way their families live.

Clinton is a particularly powerful symbol for an era in which women occupy unprecedented positions of financial, cultural, and political strength. Born at a time when the American workplace, especially the highly competitive world of Washington politics, was still an old boys’ club, Clinton rose to become the first woman in the nation’s history to win a major political party’s presidential nomination. She is also the first woman to win the popular vote in a presidential election. The most public display of her political prowess was that she won three presidential debates over her male opponent Donald Trump.

The impact of Clinton’s candidacy on other American women proved to be both trailblazing and puzzling. During the 2016 presidential race, Clinton won 54 percent of the women’s vote. But she lost the majority of white women, especially those without college degrees. Meanwhile, black and Hispanic women, and white women with college degrees saw her as the Joan of Arc of modern American life. For example, black women, most of whom would have been denied the right to vote when I was growing up, supported Clinton by over 90 percent.

After Clinton’s upset loss in the 2016 election, Time magazine nonetheless described her as an “American Moses…leading women to the edge of the Promised Land.” The magazine said that: “Because of Clinton, the next generation of women candidates can reasonably expect to win a debate, or a state primary, or a major party’s nomination, or the popular vote.”

The changing look of life for American women is but one subplot within the larger demographic shifts in America. Another new plot is the change in white America’s centuries-old role as the dominant player in race relations in America.

In 2012 the GOP’s presidential candidate, Mitt Romney, won 59 percent of the white vote, the biggest bloc of white voters for a Republican since 1988. And yet it was not enough to win the White House. When President Dwight D. Eisenhower won 57 percent of the white vote in 1952 he took the election in a landslide. Today white voters are a smaller share of the electorate. For example, Romney won among white men by 27 percentage points. He might have won the election if the election had taken place when white men made up nearly half of all voters (46 percent). But that was 1976. In 2012, white men made up only 34 percent of the electorate.

President Obama won his two presidential elections by overcoming middling to poor support from whites. In 2008 he lost the white vote by 12 percentage points, and in 2012 he lost the white vote by over 20 percentage points. He won the election by overwhelmingly claiming votes from a “New America” coalition featuring young people, college-educated white women, and Asian, black, and Latino voters.

The rise of that youthful, multiracial voting coalition in national politics is a reflection of powerful shifts in the demographics of the country. They countered the previous dominance of white America not only at the voting booth but also when it comes to setting the political agenda. The issues important to that “New America” coalition suddenly dominated the national political conversation: universal healthcare, contraception as a mandatory part of employee healthcare insurance packages, immigration reform, school reform, and climate change. The younger American coalition wanted to confront previously taboo social issues such as gay rights, women having the right to serve in combat, and the legalization of marijuana.

This shift in the national conversation left the older, white, and conservative center of political life—with its intense focus on a strong military, low taxes, deregulation, and small government—increasingly out of touch and concerned that this political and demographic change signals the passing of the “true” America. It stirred nostalgia for the past, beginning with the Founding Fathers and the Constitution. It created a yearning for the 1950s—an era before antiwar protests, the civil rights movement, feminism, and new types of immigrants had destroyed the faith in capitalism, democracy, and the traditional family that Americans once held so dear.

For the generation born in the 1950s and 1960s, the start of the twenty-first century means the loss of small towns and Rust Belt factory communities once at the heart of industrial America. Today big cities, fueled by jobs for highly educated young people and the influx of immigrants and racial minorities, are the center of national life. And that has led to anger at immigrants—officially expressed as anger at illegal immigrants—as whites began to witness the declining influence of Western European traditions and a rise in the visibility of music, fashion, and religions from Latin America, Asia, and Africa. Today Latino and Asian faces dominate among the newcomers.

Of course, this lament over the loss of tradition and stability in American life is hardly new to the twenty-first century. It has been a common refrain throughout much of American history. It was evident in the aftermath of the Civil War. It split the nation’s politics after the Great Depression with the advent of the New Deal. The “silent generation” of the 1960s and 1970s were discontented with the social turmoil of the civil rights movement, anti–Vietnam War protests, and sexual revolution. Put another way, parents never like their kids’ music.

Political coalitions and the clout of demographic groups come and go, shifting traditions and the axis of electoral power. The Federalists, America’s first political party, got locked into a small ruling elite of wealthy northeastern power players. As the nation expanded, Democratic-Republicans, a group with a strong populist base in the South, overtook the Federalists. And just before the Civil War the Whigs, a party formed in opposition to Andrew Jackson’s Democrats, joined with the new Republican Party in support of abolishing slavery, creating a new power center. This is the way the wheel of history turns in the United States.

What distinguishes this twenty-first-century lament over changing traditions and loss of stability is how ferociously it divides young and old. The generational divide took center stage in 2008 with the election of Barack Obama, whose only true rival in reaching office came from a person who would have been the first female president, Hillary Clinton. The millennial generation of Americans, those born after 1980, is made up of 40 percent people of color. They have little problem with gay marriage and less, if any at all, with interracial dating and marriage. They grew up with women leaders, and they strongly support President Obama.

Their political opposites are the “silent generation” of Americans, who became adults after World War II. They are far more conservative than the millennials. Polls consistently find the silent generation’s resistance to the changes in the nation matched by their resistance to President Obama. For many, the first black president, the son of a globe-trotting, well-educated white woman and a black African Harvard doctoral student, personifies a huge divide at the start of the twenty-first century between the nation’s past and its future. This silent generation is even more conservative than the generation that came before them, what Tom Brokaw labeled the “Greatest Generation,” which fought in World War II and remembered the New Deal as government activism that helped the workingman.

Time magazine ran a cover story a year before the 2012 elections based on a Pew Research Center poll of today’s polarized generations. “Silent Generation members are twice as likely as millennials to call themselves ‘angry’ with the government, and they trust Republicans more than Democrats on nearly every key issue,” author Michael Crowley wrote. “Obama appears to be a contributing factor in their discontent.” The poll found the strongest disapproval of the president among white voters over the age of sixty-five. The same group overwhelmingly disapproved of the demographic changes to the nation, with only 22 percent approving of the rising immigrant population and only 29 percent comfortable with interracial marriage. “Some combination of the change [President Obama] has championed and the change he actually represents is too much for some of these voters to accept,” Crowley explained.

This group of older Americans—largely conservative Republicans, some of them members of the Tea Party—has led the fight against the president’s plan for universal healthcare. They have questioned his legitimacy as president (the “birthers” said he was not born in the United States and therefore was not qualified to be president). And they’ve painted him as a socialist, secretly seeking to undermine capitalism. They believe, in the words of the 2012 Republican presidential nominee Mitt Romney, that President Obama is creating an “entitlement society” to reward the “47 percent,” the increasing number of Americans living off of government handouts who are “takers, not makers.”

This polarizing political divide was evident as early as the closing days of the Clinton administration, when Congress impeached the president for lying about his sexual behavior. Americans, young and old, separated into camps over the question of whether the impeachment was a waste of time or a real constitutional crisis.

The divide grew during the George W. Bush years. The fracturing of American political life has led to arguments about whether or not the demographic and economic changes in the country are, on balance, making for a better nation. These arguments almost inevitably work themselves back to the question of the fundamental meaning of America, and to the meaning first established by the Founders themselves—the ever-reliable touchstone of Americanness.

Every day, it seems, top American news outlets publish headlines like this one from the Wall Street Journal: “What Would the Founding Fathers Think of Election Day 2012?” Or this one from the Washington Post: “Who Would the Founding Fathers Deport?” Or this one, published in the Boston Globe following the controversial end to John Boehner’s tenure as House Speaker: “Speaker’s Resignation Is a Testament to Founding Fathers’ Wisdom.” Journalists aren’t the only ones to shower praise on our Founding Fathers. During his first inaugural address, President Obama spoke of the Founding Fathers who “faced with perils that we can scarcely imagine, drafted a charter to assure the rule of law and the rights of man.”

And who are these original Founding Fathers? Most historians consider the original Founding Fathers to include the fifty-six men who signed the Declaration of Independence in 1776 and the fifty-five men who attended the Constitutional Convention in 1787. A handful of them participated in both historic events. And many, like George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, John Adams, James Madison, and Alexander Hamilton, earned key spots in the new federal government. Some historians like to include other figures who neither signed the Declaration nor participated in the Constitutional Convention. Even so, they still played various pivotal roles in the nation’s founding: early justices of the Supreme Court like John Marshall; contrarian members of state ratifying conventions like Patrick Henry; and philosophers, like Thomas Paine, who gave the Revolution its intellectual backbone. All in all, there are well over a hundred original Founding Fathers.

The Founding Fathers are with us everywhere we go. If you empty your pockets right now, you’ll see portraits of Washington, Hamilton, and Jefferson staring back at you from your nickels, quarters, dollar bills, and ten-dollar bills. Emanuel Gottlieb Leutze’s 1851 oil painting of George Washington standing astride a boat to bravely cross the icy Delaware River during the American Revolution is one of the most recognizable images in the American saga. Today, the U.S. Capitol houses an eighteen-by-twenty-six-foot painting by Howard Chandler Christy that depicts the Founding Fathers signing the Constitution back in 1787. Books about the Founding Fathers by prominent authors, including Joseph Ellis’s American Sphinx: The Character of Thomas Jefferson and David McCullough’s 1776 and John Adams, are consistent bestsellers. In fact, McCullough’s book on Adams was made into a top-rated HBO miniseries.

America’s love of its Founding Fathers shapes contemporary politics as well as culture. In her book on the Tea Party Movement, Harvard history professor Jill Lepore describes how the Tea Party, a far-right movement formed in the wake of Obama’s 2008 victory, frequently cites the Founding Fathers in order to give their movement authority and recruit new members. “From the start,” Lepore writes, “the Tea Party’s chief political asset was its name: the echo of the [American] Revolution conferred upon a scattered, diffuse, and confused movement a degree of legitimacy and the appearance…of coherence. Aside from the name and the costume, the Tea Party offered an analogy: rejecting the bailout is like dumping the tea; healthcare reform is like the Tea Act; our struggle is like theirs.”

Yes, the Founding Fathers have become stone pillars in a world of rapid change and uncertainty. But what would the Founders have thought of the military-industrial complex? What would they have thought of the fights over religious freedom versus secular freedom? Do we uphold the Second Amendment as they intended? How would they have confronted the question of gay marriage? How would they view the use of electronic surveillance to monitor citizens’ communications? The Founding Fathers would find modern America a totally strange land.

In 1790, the nation the Founding Fathers led had 3.9 million people, including 694,280 slaves. Most Americans lived on farms or in small towns. They could go for days without seeing neighbors. Less than nine people lived in every square mile of the former colonies. And there was no racial diversity. Sixty percent of the Founding Fathers’ fellow Americans were whites from Britain. The second-largest group, another 14 percent, identified as whites of Scottish or Scots-Irish background. The third-largest group, at 9 percent, were people of German ancestry. Another 5.4 percent came from the Netherlands, France, and Sweden. Only the presence of black slaves kept America from being an all-white country of western European origins and culture.

If the Founding Fathers could travel through time to present-day America, they’d land in a country with more than a hundred times the number of people—over 322 million. When they walked around they might feel a little squeezed by the 87.4 people per square mile; today most Americans live in big cities clogged with traffic. And they would be almost certain to bump into a lot of blacks, Hispanics, and Asians, who make up more than a third of the population.

Imagine a Founding Father—say, Ben Franklin—taking a walk in Philadelphia during the Colonial era, when the city was the biggest in the nation. Starting by the river, he had to walk west only half a mile to reach the city limits. If he walked along the river, it was only a mile before he left behind the sailors, traders, and businessmen. That was the whole of the big city. Today skyscrapers are the core of downtown Philadelphia and its 1.5 million people. And California, a state the Founding Fathers never heard of, has the ninth-largest economy in the world.

In the federal government known to the Founding Fathers, the president had an attorney general and a cabinet made up of three departments: State, Treasury, and War. There were no administrative departments in the government. In the 1st Congress, which met in New York and then Philadelphia rather than Washington, D.C., there were only twenty senators and fifty-nine members of the House of Representatives. The Supreme Court had six justices—including the chief justice—and there were three circuit courts for the entire country. Making their way to modern Washington, the Founding Fathers would find a black president presiding over fifteen departments and several other agencies that have cabinet-level positions, from the chairman of the Council of Economic Advisers to the administrator of the Environmental Protection Agency.

During the 1st Congress, from 1789 to 1791, 144 bills and resolutions were introduced. The 112th Congress saw 10,400 bills and resolutions introduced. The Founding Fathers would likely have a hard time grasping that federal taxes exceeded $3 trillion in 2014. In the days of the Founding Fathers the single biggest source of money for the federal government was customs revenue. There was no income tax, no federal taxes. Today the U.S. military is the biggest in the world; the government spends more on its armed forces than the world’s next seven largest combat forces combined.

And when it comes to technology, the Founding Fathers, who thought of pamphlets and newspapers as the cutting-edge media of their time, would not be able to comprehend two recent American inventions, Facebook and Twitter, yet more than a billion people use them worldwide.

As one might surmise, the Founders would have been ill equipped to answer many of the questions I posed above. Harking back to the legacy of the Founders is a source of tremendous inspiration and guidance, and something that I think we should do reverentially and frequently. But it should also be done with a sense of caution. They were great men but hardly infallible in their public and private lives.

Far too often in political debates the Founders are given the veneer of purity and infallibility. And they are assumed to have all been in agreement on the big issues by people who use them as ideological filters to put a sacred light on a favorite position in the latest political argument.

Take, for instance, former Rep. Michele Bachmann (R-Minn.), a potential GOP nominee in 2012. In one speech, Bachmann contrasted President Obama’s flawed presidency with the Founding Fathers, who “worked tirelessly until slavery was no more.” Though Bachmann was implying that she, like the Founding Fathers, would fight tirelessly for freedom, what Rep. Bachmann didn’t seem to realize is that the Founding Fathers did not “work tirelessly” to end slavery. As any diligent reader of history knows, the Founders were often at odds with one another—they differed over how to shape the nation as well as the proper role of the federal government, and especially on the issue of slavery. Faced with a divisive issue, they agreed to a compromise that allowed slavery. Most of them, in fact, owned slaves.

Thurgood Marshall, the first African American to serve on the Supreme Court and a lawyer who spoke lovingly of the ideals of the Constitution, reminded everyone that America’s Founding Fathers were, like all other men, imperfect. During the Constitution’s bicentennial celebration in 1987, some members of the Court agreed to go to Philadelphia and dress in Colonial-period clothing as part of a reenactment of the Founding Fathers’ signing the Constitution. Justice Marshall turned down the invitation, saying, “If you are going to do what you did 200 years ago somebody is going to have to give me short pants and a tray so I can serve coffee.” In another speech, Marshall called the Constitution “defective from the start” for its failure to end slavery and grant women the right to vote.

On issues such as slavery, the Founders realized they had no control over the new realities of life in America that would come to pass in the years ahead. They understood the inherent impermanence of their work. They put in our founding documents a brilliant flexibility with which future generations could remain true to principles and yet evolve as the world changed. That is why they opened the door to the idea of constitutional amendments. Real-time revision—the acceptance of the idea of new births of freedom in future generations—is part of the incredible beauty of the American experiment. Thomas Jefferson was vocal on this point: “No society can make a perpetual constitution, or even a perpetual law,” he wrote. That fit with his understanding that “the earth belongs…to the living.” He even put forward that the “dead hand of the past” should not be a weight on future generations.

In 1841, Scottish historian Thomas Carlyle thought the best way to tell the history of his era was to recount the stories of the transformational figures whose words and deeds had come together to form Western civilization up until that point. His treatise On Heroes, Hero-Worship and the Heroic in History was a history of the ages, but it was also commentary on how these men (they were all men) related to their times and how their times related to them. Carlyle’s work covered heroes in virtually every field of human endeavor, including Napoleon, Shakespeare, and even the Prophet Muhammad. In writing about these men, Carlyle concluded that great men shaped the course of history.

As I look at the history of the United States after World War II, I see a similar constellation of great men and women who forged the nation we have today in 2016. The more I read, the more I begin to connect dots that previously were separate in my mind. The more lines I draw, the more I become convinced that there is an important story to tell here. In telling that story, I can explore how we got here—to this time of profound change—and forecast where we are heading as a nation.

Behind our high rates of immigration, our global economics, our massive military, and the law enforcement apparatus that has our jails packed, the current state of national affairs is tied to the people who set in motion the changes we are living with every day. Some of those people are famous, while others are not so well known. In some cases their lives are so recent that history has not had time to make the judgments needed to celebrate or curse them. None of them was purely virtuous or purely wicked in either their private or public deeds, though some leaned more heavily in one direction or the other. Their stories cannot be adequately told as either hagiography or pathology. They were reflections of changes building the country in the times in which they lived. What distinguishes each of these founders—both new and old—is that at some point during their lives each of them took action, developed ideas, or organized movements that set the groundwork for the way we Americans live in the twenty-first century.

To my mind, the great men and women of postwar America include Eleanor Roosevelt, Thurgood Marshall, Daniel Patrick Moynihan, Ted Kennedy, Martin Luther King Jr., Ronald Reagan, Richard Nixon, Bill Bratton, Billy Graham, and many others. To understand them is to understand America in the twenty-first century. It is the story of a family—a new founding family for today’s America. They have kept faith with the ideals of the Founding Fathers while reshaping the country. They advanced the Founding Fathers’ audacious concept of a nation of free people forever able to maintain their own independence and liberty. These recent innovators have met the never-ending challenges, even threats, to the idea of a strong, free, creative people.

By recognizing the story of this new founding family, we do not ignore or diminish the contributions of the great men and women who came before them. For as long as the Republic stands, every American—statesman or layman—will be in the debt of the original Founding Fathers: Washington, Jefferson, Adams, Madison, Hamilton, Franklin, and the rest of them. Through their courage and wisdom and sacrifice, they began what Alexis de Tocqueville called “the great American experiment.” The country they founded was built to endure long after they had passed from this world. And so it has. The experiment is still ongoing, and by recognizing its progress, we are paying tribute to their memory. The original Founders bound the pages into a book and penned the all-important first chapters—but they left it to future generations of founders to continue the story.

These towering figures have now passed their mantles fully to us. Future historians will look back at the present day as a coming-of-age story for the new America. During my lifetime, this new America has struggled through all of the changes, conflicts, joys, and pains that attend the passage into adulthood. But now we are beyond simply following instructions left by the Founding Fathers. As their admiring heirs in a changing world, we are keepers and protectors of a sacred trust given to us by them. Upon this rests the revitalization and future of our nation.

So who are the people who led us to America as it is today? Were they misguided or mistaken? Have we taken their visions too far? Not far enough? And, most important, where do we go from here?

In the pages ahead, I explore and chronicle the exploits of what I think of as this new founding family, the people who pushed America to a new crossroads and a new identity. By understanding these new founders, I hope we might better appreciate the big picture of our moment in time and better take stock of our nation. Through this framework, I believe we can have a more relevant, pressing, and fruitful conversation regarding the changes we are living through and which are driving us together as a people.
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The Founding Fathers would have loved John F. Kennedy and his younger brother, Ted Kennedy. The two ambitious Irish Americans are famous for their political success. John became an iconic president. Ted became a long-serving, very influential U.S. senator.

While there are many innovative senators and presidents in the American saga, I would argue that the Kennedy brothers are unique in the ways they used their political power to bring new blood into the body of American life. The brothers drastically reformed America’s immigration policy in the second half of the twentieth century. And while that new policy has sparked decades of political disputes over who deserves a chance to come to America, conservative and liberal politicians agree that the Kennedys’ changes in immigration policy have changed the nation. And their redesigned policy fit with the original Founding Fathers’ desire to have America remain always open to hardworking people bringing energy, ambition, and ideas to the new land. The men who declared independence from the British king wanted their new nation to never be constrained by what Thomas Jefferson called the “dead hand of the past.” For that radical success, the Kennedy brothers deserve spots in America’s new founding family.

The Kennedy family arrived in the United States in the 1840s as Irish immigrants fleeing famine. “For all intents and purposes, it [U.S. law allowing Irish immigration to the United States] was wide open when my great-great-grandparents came here in 1848,” Ted Kennedy told an interviewer near the end of his life. He still knew the location of the “Golden Stairs,” the steps used by his Irish ancestors as they arrived by boat and climbed the piers of East Boston.

For white people, few limits on immigration existed in the United States when the Kennedy family arrived. In the first half of the nineteenth century, there were no quotas on immigrants from Britain, Ireland, and other countries in northern Europe. The Founding Fathers encouraged people from other lands to join the growing American nation. One of the only constraints they put on immigration was to impose a waiting period before granting citizenship, to make sure newcomers shared their views of democratic government before they became naturalized. If you were black or a Native American, however, the rules did not apply. According to the Naturalization Act of 1790, passed by the 1st Congress, only “free white persons of good character” could become citizens.

But even though they were allowed to immigrate to the United States and become naturalized citizens, the Kennedys—because they were Irish—were treated differently than the earlier, mostly British immigrants. When the Kennedy family settled in Massachusetts, nearly a century after the Revolutionary War, their Irish Catholic immigrant experience had nothing to do with rebelling against British Colonial rule. Their fight late in the nineteenth century was with the “Boston Brahmins,” the business and political elite in Boston, who came from British ancestors. The city’s powerful British families viewed Irish immigrants as lower-class.

“There was an enormous sense of discrimination against…the Irish—which I remember hearing about in great detail from my grandfather [John Francis ‘Honey Fitz’ Fitzgerald],” Ted Kennedy recounted. His grandfather recalled the signs that read “No Irish Need Apply.” Irish immigrants were “ostracized and discriminated against [in employment] and every other aspect of social-political and economic life. My grandfather Fitzgerald was the first son of immigrants that was elected to the Congress of the United States, and also [the first elected] mayor of a major city, which was a major breakthrough. But the sting of discrimination they felt was very powerful and stayed with them.”

The sting was also felt by Fitzgerald’s grandsons. As a senator preparing to run for president in the late 1950s, John F. Kennedy faced prejudice against Catholics in a nation with a Protestant majority. Ever since Catholics from Ireland and southern Europe began arriving in America in the nineteenth century, they were treated worse than the Protestants who had originally populated the British colonies.

By the time JFK was considering the race, just one Catholic, New York governor Alfred E. Smith, had ever seriously run for president. During his 1928 campaign, folks accused Smith of planning to build a tunnel between the White House and the Vatican. These anti-Catholic prejudices, which threatened to undercut Kennedy’s political future, motivated the candidate to take a stand against Americans’ fear of foreigners.

“The Irish were the first to endure the scorn and discrimination later to be inflicted, to some degree at least, on each successive wave of immigrants by already settled ‘Americans,’ ” wrote Kennedy in a surprisingly angry 1958 essay on immigration that he drafted for the Anti-Defamation League, a Jewish group bent on building allies to fight immigration laws that limited the flow of Jews from eastern Europe—and which, less than two decades earlier, had prevented many Jews from escaping the Holocaust by immigrating to the United States. Kennedy wrote that Irish immigrants were the “only people in our history with the distinction of having a political party, the Know-Nothings, formed against them. Their religion was later also the target of the American Protective Association and, in this century, the Ku Klux Klan.” And even in the 1950s U.S. immigration laws amounted to a thinly veiled racist effort to keep America “pure.”

The Irish and the Jews found political support for their immigration reform movement from groups of U.S. immigrants from Italy, Greece, Poland, and Portugal. Those groups, too, were fighting immigration quotas, set up at the beginning of the twentieth century, that produced long waiting lines for relatives and friends in their native countries while visas for people from northern Europe remained unused.

Their experience of being discriminated against by government-enforced immigration quotas fit with the rising civil rights movement during the 1950s against government-enforced laws segregating black Americans. Just as Thurgood Marshall, the lead lawyer for the NAACP, claimed headlines with legal cases based on constitutional appeals calling for an end to racial segregation in schools, the immigration rights movement pointed out the same lack of equality in American immigration law. And just as civil rights leaders appealed for equal rights under the law—the first major civil rights legislation since the late 1800s and Reconstruction was passed only in 1957—the immigration reformers cited the current immigration law’s lack of fidelity with the notion of equal rights and with the Founding Fathers’ distaste for privileged classes. The calls for revising immigration law focused on ending regional and racial quotas limiting who had the right to enter the United States and become an American.

In A Nation of Immigrants, published after his death, JFK explicitly made the case that immigration exclusions amounted to an unjustified assault on the human dignity of foreigners who wanted to achieve the American dream. They “violate[d] the spirit expressed in the Declaration of Independence that ‘all men are created equal,’ ” as Kennedy had written in his 1958 essay.

Referring to the words carved into the base of the Statue of Liberty—“Give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses yearning to breathe free”—Kennedy wrote: “Under present law it would be appropriate to add: ‘As long as they come from Northern Europe, are not too tired or too poor or slightly ill, never stole a loaf of bread, never joined any questionable organization’…[T]he national origins quota system has strong overtones of an indefensible racial preference.”

If the Founding Fathers were able to walk America’s streets today, the most obvious change to the human landscape would be the nation’s incredible diversity. People are drawn here from around the globe, from a variety of ethnic and religious backgrounds. Every year about one million foreigners gain legal status in America—that’s roughly 2,740 people per day. The New York Times reports that there may be as many as eight hundred languages spoken in New York City.

The two people most responsible for this wholesale shift in the face of the nation are JFK and Ted Kennedy, followed closely by President Lyndon Baines Johnson. Together they shaped the demographics of the America we live in today. And the heart of their political transformation is the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965.

The 1965 immigration law “set America on a very different demographic course than the previous 300 years,” Simon Rosenberg, president of the think tank New Democrat Network, told the Boston Globe. By opening our doors to Asian, Latino, and African immigrants, Rosenberg argues, the 1965 Immigration Act transformed America from a nation that oppressed anyone other than whites from western and northern Europe to one that not only accepts but celebrates its racial diversity.

Rosenberg said that adding new nationalities and races to the U.S. population “changed the racial narrative in America from one of oppression—the white-black divide dating to slavery—to one of diversity.” And he labeled the 1965 Immigration Act as “the most important piece of legislation no one’s ever heard of.”

Census data support Rosenberg’s claim. Until President Johnson signed the bill into law, immigrants to the United States were primarily from Europe, and 70 percent of those immigrants settled in the Northeast and Midwest. Today the nation has shifted its demographic picture with a young, rising population of Latinos and Asians. Sixty-seven percent of all of today’s immigrants settle in the West and the South.

In the 1960 census, the nation’s total immigrant population—which included a six-year-old me—was close to 10 million, or 5.4 percent of the total population. By 1990, thirty years later, the number of people living in the United States who were born in other countries had grown to 20 million. And by 2010, that number had doubled again, to 40 million. Today, immigrants make up 13.1 percent of the U.S. population. In other words, between 1960—when the last census was taken before the 1965 Immigration Act—and 2010, the makeup of the United States has been dramatically recast.

Today’s pursuit of the American dream is being staged by a very different cast of characters. “In 1960 there were fewer than 1 million foreign born from Latin America, but by 2010, there were 21.2 million,” the U.S. Census Bureau reported in 2012. “There were fewer than one-half million [foreign born from Asia] in 1960, but by 2010 there were 11.3 million. By comparison, the foreign-born population from Europe declined from 7.3 million in 1960 to…between 4 and 5 million from 1990 to 2010.”

The changing demographics masterminded by the Kennedys and Johnson is reflected as well by a rise in births of American-born children of immigrants. In 1970, the first census taken after the passage of the 1965 Immigration Act, immigrants and their children made up 16 percent of the population. By 2010 that group had jumped to 24 percent of the population. “In other words, over one-third of the growth in the total population of the United States between 1970 and 2010 was due to the increase in the foreign-born population and their native-born children,” according to the U.S. census.

At the time of the Founding Fathers in the 1700s, the American population was almost exclusively made up of British and Scottish immigrants. The only limits in the Naturalization Act of 1790 concerned those who were not “free white persons” of “good moral character.” By the middle 1800s a new wave of immigrants had begun to arrive—millions of Germans and Irish who settled in New York, Boston, and other big Eastern seaboard cities. The census reported that at times up to 30 percent of all immigrants between 1870 and 1900 came from Germany; and at times as much as 33 percent came from Ireland.

The U.S. government often took extreme measures against immigrant groups thought to be potentially violent. When groups of Chinese immigrants settled in California during the mid–nineteenth century and started getting into fights with white laborers, Congress responded with the 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act, which banned Chinese laborers from immigrating to the United States. No U.S. politician felt the political pressure to defend the rights of Chinese Americans because, due to the Naturalization Act of 1790, nonwhites—including Chinese immigrants—were barred from obtaining U.S. citizenship. They could not vote. Thus lawmakers didn’t need to represent the demands of Chinese Americans. The Chinese Exclusion Act was not lifted until 1943.

As the nineteenth century came to a close, a new stream of immigrants began to arrive from Italy, Poland, Russia, and other Eastern European countries. By 1910 the nation had 13.5 million foreign-born people on its shores, and almost 90 percent of them came from Europe. “Nativist Americans…thought many of the Europeans who were being admitted were inferior, and the Immigration Restriction League was formed to argue against the undesirables, most of whom were Southern and Eastern Europeans,” Newsweek editor Jon Meacham wrote in a 2009 piece on America’s history of immigration. “In 1909, Sen. Henry Cabot Lodge proposed a literacy test to restrict the influx of ‘Italians, Russians, Poles, Hungarians, Greeks and Asiatics,’ ” particularly those who did not speak English, while leaving the door open to British, French, German, and Scandinavian people. That test became law in 1917, inspiring Congress to pass more legislative limits on immigration in the 1920s. The result was fewer immigrants making their way across the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans to the United States. The Great Depression and World War II acted to further cut the arrival of immigrants.

When World War II ended and the U.S. economy picked up again, Congress reviewed its hodgepodge of immigration laws aimed at keeping out different nationalities. In 1952 the Senate passed the notorious McCarran-Walter Act, which gave immigration and State Department officials wide latitude to deny visas to potential immigrants who had associated with communists in their native countries, labeling them “immoral.” Among the people excluded on the basis of the act were two writers who won the Nobel Prize for Literature, Chile’s Pablo Neruda and Gabriel Garcia Marquez of Colombia, and the famed British novelist Graham Greene.

One limited good that came from the McCarran-Walter Act was the end of Asian Exclusion—a policy established by laws in 1917 and 1924 that had expanded the earlier Chinese Exclusion Act by completely barring immigration from China, Japan, the Philippines, Thailand, Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia, Singapore, Korea, Burma, India, and Malaysia. Building on the Fourteenth Amendment, which allowed African Americans born in the United States to become citizens, and the 1943 Magnuson Act, which allowed Chinese Americans to become citizens, the new law nullified the “free white persons” clause of the 1790 Naturalization Act. Nonwhite immigrants could now attain American citizenship. But the law retained racial preferences. Stephen Klineberg, a professor of sociology at Rice University, described U.S. immigration law through the early 1960s as “unbelievable in its clarity of racism.” According to Klineberg, these laws defined “Northern Europeans [as] a superior subspecies of the White race. The Nordics were superior to the Alpines, who in turn were superior to the Mediterraneans, and all of them were superior to the Jews and the Asians.”

When Congress attempted to pass the McCarran-Walter Act in 1952, President Truman vetoed the bill because of its restrictive quotas on immigrants from outside of northern Europe. “Today, we are ‘protecting’ ourselves as we were in 1924, against being flooded by immigrants from Eastern Europe,” the president said. “We do not need to be protected against immigrants from these countries—on the contrary we want to stretch out a helping hand…to succor those who are brave enough to escape from barbarism.” Truman added that “in no other realm of our national life are we so hampered and stultified by the dead hand of the past as we are in this field of immigration.”

But the Senate, including California senator Richard Nixon, overrode Truman’s veto. Reflecting the sentiments expressed in the 1952 law, Sen. Pat McCarran later argued that America—“the last hope of Western civilization”—was at risk of being “overrun, perverted, contaminated or destroyed…we have in the United States today hard-core, indigestible blocs which have not become integrated into the American way of life but which…are its deadly enemies.”

The retention of so many restraints on immigration set the table for new debates on immigration among a new, postwar generation of political voices. Those voices included a young, politically ambitious John F. Kennedy. It was in this climate that Kennedy wrote his 1958 essay for the Anti-Defamation League calling for opening the doors to newcomers on an equal basis. The Massachusetts senator wrote: “Immigration policy should be generous; it should be fair; it should be flexible….Such a policy would be but a reaffirmation of old principles.” Drawing from the Founding Fathers, Kennedy cited George Washington to make the case against preferential immigration policies for white Europeans. The nation’s focus on the Cold War against the Soviets during the 1950s gave Kennedy an opening to argue for extending the immigration system in the name of liberty for all. A nonracial immigration policy with equal opportunity for people from any country in the world, he argued, offered a favorable view of American democracy to people in Asian and African countries emerging from colonial rule and choosing whether to align their interests with communism or Western democracies.

By 1960 the pressure for changes in immigration law was attracting support across party lines. President Dwight Eisenhower, a Republican, told Congress that the “liberalization of some of our restrictions upon immigration” was in the nation’s best traditions, and he asked for legislation to allow more refugees from political oppression to come to America. And in June 1963, JFK, now president, spoke of the “good many brothers and sisters of American citizens who are unable to get here…[B]ecause of the maldistribution of quotas in the European area we have this situation which has become nearly intolerable.”

In July 1963 President Kennedy sent Congress a proposal for immigration reform. The existing immigration system, he told Congress, “is without basis in either logic or reason” and is “an anachronism for it discriminates among applicants for admission into the United States on the basis of the accident of birth.” Kennedy’s proposed legislation was based on the
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