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of the International Institute movement generally, was that diversity rather than
conformity, cooperation rather than conflict, was the essence of American democ-
racy.!?

On the national level, Edith Terry Bremer provided most of the energy and
dynamism for the International Institute movement. Under her prodding in the 1920’s,
institute people began discussing possible separation from the YWCA. The reasons for
such a split seemed logical and compelling. The YWCA had designed its program for
women, but the International Institutes worked with men as well as women, and with
families and whole communities. The YWCA engaged in group activities. but the
institutes did case work as well. Moreover, the YWCA tended to think of immigration
work in terms of melting pot and assimilationist ideas rather than the pluralism
promoted by the institutes. Finally, Bremer and other institute leaders argued that the
immigrant cause was simply too important to be submerged as a partial concern of a
women’s agency. An independent organization could consolidate proimmigrant forces
on the national level, lobby for favorable congressional legislation. serve as an
information clearinghouse, and perhaps secure foundation support for institute work.
These arguments eventually won out, and in December 1933 Bremer and her
supporters founded the National Institute of Immigrant Welfare. As noted earlier,
most of the local International Institutes eventually separated from the Y WCA during
the 1930’s and joined the new national organization.?®

Essentially, the National Institute of Immigrant Welfare built upon the immigrant
social service work initiated by Bremer under YWCA auspices. The national
organization continued to sponsor annual conferences of institute nationality workers
and aided local institutes on the technical aspects of immigration and naturalization.
The agency maintained workers at the immigrant arrival stations at Ellis Island and
San Francisco, making initial contacts and enabling institute nationality workers todo
follow-up welfare work with the newcomers in local communities. 2! Bremer and her
colleagues fought to reform and humanize immigration laws, especially significant
activities in the xenophobic depression years when government policy. Bremer said,
“was to get as many foreigners out of the country” as possible. The International
Institutes, she argued in a talk at the Boston institute in 1934, were “about the only
organization that has stood up and said that the foreign-born are not dangerous.”?
The International Institutes, for instance, were among the few organizations to fight
government-sponsored “repatriation” of Mexicans during the Great Depression.2}
During these years, efforts to promote cultural pluralism remained central to the
national institute’s activities, as the organization continued to foster folk festivals. folk
art exhibits, musical and dramatic events, and other immigrant culture activities.

In the 1940’s and after, the national organization—now renamed the American
Federation of International Institutes—continued these efforts for immigrant social
welfare and cultural pluralism. During World War 11, the agency sought to secure fair
treatment for immigrant aliens and eliminate internationality conflicts among the
foreign-born- After the war, the AFII sent workers overseas and. in cooperation with
agencies of the United Nations (first the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation
Agency and then the International Refugee Organization). aided in the resettlement of

- thousands of European displaced persons. The AF11 also helped in the resettlement of
Japanese-Americans who had been incarcerated during the war. Later, special
assistance programs were established by local International Institutes to aid
Hungarian refugees in the 1950’s, Cuban refugees in the 1960’s, and Vietnamese
refugees in the 1970’s. And during this period, the AFII continued to represent local
institutes before federal immigration authorities and lobby in Congress for more
liberal and more humane immigration legislation. 24

In all of their work, the International Institutes upheld and championed the




20 SOCIAL SCIENCE FOR WINTER 1981

immigrant cause. Rather than undermining and destroying the immigrant heritage—
the pattern pursued by most agencies working with immigrants—the institutes fostered
ethnic awareness, consciousness, and pride. For the institute people, Americanization
as commonly practiced was a reprehensible concept and a pejorative term. Rather than
urging rigorous Americanization or demanding immediate assimilation. the institutes
promoted the ideals of diversity and pluralism. The institutes saw nothing wrong with
providing immigrants with the tools needed for adjustment to life in the new land—
thus the institute sponsorship of English classes for the foreign-born. And the institutes
encouraged acquisition of citizenship, especially in the 1930’s as government agencies
began cracking down on aliens. But teaching the immigrants English and helping them
become citizens did not conflict with institute goals of preserving ethnic languages.
cultures, and traditions. Edith Terry Bremer and her colleagues in the International
Institute movement contended that cultural pluralism conformed to the highest
principles of Americanism. A truly democratic society was one which tolerated and
accepted those who were different, which respected individuality, and which accorded
dignity to all. 2o

The International Institutes, therefore, promoted a different kind of American-
ization—one which cultivated ethnic diversity and put into practice the essential
values of a democratic society. Through the decades of war, intolerance, depres-
sion, and war again, the International Institutes stood, in Bremer’s words, “like -
lighthouses through these storms, declaring their faith in foreign people. and faithfully
tending the light which showed bewildered foreigners the way of kindness. the respect
for their identity and nationality which belongs to the true spirit of America.” As
Bremer’s successor, sociologist William Bernard., noted recently, “the Institutes
thought cultural pluralism was good for the immigrants and also good for America.” 2’
Unique social service agencies for newcomers, the 55 International Institutes were
early and consistent advocates of ethnic pluralism in 20th century America.
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