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Abstract How do commitments to nature factor into the American immigration
restrictionist movement? This question initially appears odd; in contemporary American
politics, environmentalism is generally assumed to be a value of the political left, and
restrictionism of the right. Through an in-depth analysis of the American “environmental
restrictionist” logic, this article suggests that the reality is more complicated. First, the
historical trajectory of the relationship between nature and restrictionism is outlined,
demonstrating that commitments to particular conceptions of nature have long intersected
with American restrictionism. Second, textual analysis, semi-structured interviews, and
content analysis are employed in analyzing how contemporary activists making the
environmental arqument against immigration conceptualize nature and relate it to
foundational ideals of political community, political economy, and governance. Three
discourses of environmental restrictionism are identified, and the role that nature plays in
each is detailed. The article concludes by reflecting on the resonance of these “natures”
with mainstream American greens, and offering several prescriptions for
environmentalists concerned with inclusion and social justice.

In April 2012, viewers tuning into “progressive” American television news station
MSNBC were faced with a surprise. In celebration of Earth Day, the immigration-
reduction organization, Californians for Population Stabilization (CAPS), had
launched a national advertising campaign aimed at persuading American
“liberals”" that immigration is a driving force behind the contemporary global
ecological crisis:

Concerned about America’s ecological footprint? Then you should be concerned
about immigration. Sound crazy? Immigrants produce four times more carbon
emissions in the US than in their home countries. Left alone, immigration will drive
a population increase equal to the entire American West in just thirty years.
Reducing immigration won't solve global warming, but it is part of the solution.?

I wish to thank Dimitris Stevis, Keith Lindner, Jared Orsi, Vincent Gawronski, two
anonymous reviewers, and the New Political Science editors for helpful comments on
previous drafts. Any errors are mine alone. Previous versions of this article were presented
at the “Fanaticism and the Abolition-Democracy: Critical Theory in the Spirit of Joel Olson”
Conference in Flagstaff, Arizona, January 25, 2013, and the Western Political Science
Association Annual Meeting in Hollywood, California, March 28, 2013.

! T use the term “liberal” not to refer to the classical political economic ideology, but the
mainstream American left.

2The advertisement was initially released in California in 2008, <http://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=eDFFbilbm2c&feature = player_embedded>.
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The logic being advanced by CAPS is not altogether new: environmental activists
are well aware of the hotly contested Sierra Club and Earth First! debates that have
waxed and waned from the mid 1970’s until today; several of the so-called fathers
of the modern American environmental movement—including Garrett Hardin,
Edward Abbey, David Brower, Gaylord Nelson, Paul Ehrlich, and Dave
Foreman—were or are themselves restrictionists; and the logic has even attracted
the attention of several “liberal” members of Congress who have echoed
environmental restrictionist talking points in legislative debates.

What is new is the institutional setting within which these debates are
occurring. Since the Sierra Club’s last major internal debate in 2005, discussions of
immigration within environmental organizations themselves have quieted, and
the institutional terrain for these debates has shifted. For example, in 2008, a
coalition calling itself “America’s Leadership Team for Long-Range Population-
Immigration-Resource Planning” (ALT) placed a series of advertisements in left-
leaning news sources (including Mother Jones, The Nation, and the New York Times)
proclaiming that immigration poses a grave threat to the natural environment of
the United States (US).” In 2009, Roy Beck of immigration-reduction organization
NumbersUSA, appeared before the US Senate Judiciary Committee testifying
against a bill that would have provided green cards to same-sex partners of US
citizens on the grounds that “every new immigrant increases the total U.S. carbon
footprint and ecological footprint.”* And in 2012, an organization calling itself
Progressives for Immigration Reform launched the “Immigration Environmental
Impact Statement Project,” seeking justification for immigration restrictions under
the US National Environmental Policy Act’ Add to this the recent CAPS
advertisement, and a clear trend emerges: the environmental restrictionist logic is
now being forcefully advanced by traditional immigration-reduction organiz-
ations, and newly emerging alliances between greens and immigration-reduction
organizations formed for the specific purpose of promoting restrictionist policies.
“Nature,” it seems, occupies an increasingly prominent position in the American
immigration restriction movement—particularly in materials geared toward
public consumption.

But what, exactly, is “nature” for restrictionists? How does it intersect with
narratives of political community, political economy, and governance? And how
is it strategically deployed to broaden and/or deepen restrictionist alliances?
While the American immigration/environment debate has received attention
elsewhere,® T contend that commentators have yet to fully grasp the variety of

3 There were seven advertisements in total that appeared in fifteen news sources. See,
for instance: <http://www.capsweb.org/content_elements/recent_advertising/Water_
Print.pdf>.

4 Roy Beck, “Hearing on S. 224,” Senate Judiciary Committee (J-111-27), June 3, 2009, U.S.
Government Printing Office, <http://www.judiciary.senate.gov/hearings/testimony.cfm?
id=e655f9e2809e5476862f735dal14a4359&wit_id = e655f9¢2809e5476862f735dal4a4359-1-5>.

5Gee < http://immigrationeis.org/>.

®David Reimers, Unwelcome Strangers: American Identity and the Turn Against
Immigration (New York: Columbia University Press, 1998); see also Betsy Hartmann,
“Conserving Racism: The Greening of Hate at Home and Abroad,” Different Takes 27 (2004),
pp. 1-4; Roldan Muradian, “Immigration and the Environment: Underlying Values and
Scope of Analysis,” Ecological Economics 59:2 (2006), pp. 208—213; Leslie King, “Ideology,
Strategy and Conflict in a Social Movement Organization: The Sierra Club Immigration
Wars,” Mobilization 13:1 (2008), pp. 45—-61; Lisa Sun-Hee Park and David Pellow, The Slums
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ways that commitments to nature are woven into restrictionist thought.
This both disables effective responses to environmental restrictionism and
opens up space for anti-immigrant logics to subtly influence well-intentioned
greens.

My analysis proceeds in two parts. First, I outline the historical trajectory of the
relationship between nature and restrictionism, asserting that nature has
frequently been constructed through epistemological practices closely bound up
in culturally essentialist ideals of nationhood. This has led numerous “eco-
centrists”” to adopt anti-immigrant positions and has rendered particular
environmental discourses easily appropriable by anti-immigrant interests.
Second, I employ textual analysis, semi-structured interviews and content
analysis in analyzing how contemporary activists making the environmental
argument against immigration conceptualize nature and relate it to foundational
ideals of political community, political economy, and governance. I identify three
discourses of environmental restrictionism, and I detail the role that nature plays
in each. I conclude by reflecting on the resonance of these “natures” with
mainstream American greens, and offering several prescriptions for environmen-
talists concerned with inclusion and social justice.

The Historical Trajectory of Nature and Immigration Restrictionism

The historical intersections between nature and social exclusion have been widely
detailed: early naturalists—like Linnaeus and Buffon—employed emerging
concepts of biology to build systems of racial classification that they deemed
objective and natural;® Malthusian political economy constructed a nature of
scarcity and competition that enabled England to portray poverty in Ireland,
India, and elsewhere as a product of over-population (a tendency of “uncivilized”
populations) rather than colonial coercion;” from this Malthusian nature, Darwin
derived his theories of natural selection and survival of the fittest—concepts that
were soon employed to explain away inequalities of race and class;'’ and, in the
US, the romantic ideal of experiencing “empty wilderness” in order to cultivate
national subjectivity formed a vital cog in a racialized “frontier mentality” that

Footnote 6 continued

of Aspen: Immigrants vs. the Environment in America’s Eden (New York: NYU Press,
2011); and Ian Angus and Simon Butler, Too Many People? Population, Immigration and the
Environmental Crisis (Chicago, IL: Haymarket Books, 2011).

7 “Eco-centrists” believe that nature has intrinsic value above and beyond any use
humans can derive from it. I use the scare quotes to indicate my position that even the most
radical eco-centric conception of nature is influenced by cultural norms.

8Richard Grove, Green Imperialism: Colonial Expansion, Tropical Island Edens and the
Origins of Western Environmentalism, 1600—1860 (New York and Cambridge, UK: Cambridge
University Press, 1996), p. 163; see also Lisbet Koerner, Linnaeus: Nature and Nation
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999).

9 Eric Ross, The Malthus Factor: Poverty, Politics and Population in Capitalist Development
(New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1998), pp. 31-32; see also Fred Pearce, The Coming Population
Crash and Our Planet’s Surprising Future (Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 2010), p. 58.

“Donald Worster, Nature’s Economy: A History of Ecological Ideas (Cambridge, UK:
Cambridge University Press, 1994); see also Anna Bramwell, Ecology in the Twentieth
Century: A History (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1989).
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legitimated the erasure of claims to nature made by Native Americans, Hispanos,
African Americans, and eastern European immigrants."

Less understood, however, are the connections between commitments to
nature and commitments to movements for immigration restriction. In the
following section I seek to outline the historical trajectory through which
commitments to nature have overlapped with efforts to restrict immigration. The
aim of this section is not to provide a comprehensive historical overview of
environmental restrictionism (something that exceeds the scope of this article),
but to establish that there exist historical intersections between certain varieties of
environmentalism and immigration restrictionism, and to outline how these
intersections have shifted through time. My analysis begins in the early twentieth
century—with what I term “first-wave” environmental restrictionism—where
efforts to protect nature first explicitly converged with efforts to restrict
immigration, largely through the intermediary of eugenics. I then observe that the
1940s marked a shift to “second-wave” environmental restrictionism, where the
relationship between nature and restrictionism took on new discursive forms that
were not as overtly connected to racist and nativist logics.

First-Wave Environmental Restrictionism: Natural/National Purity

The demographic flux of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
changed the racial composition of the US, provoking an anti-immigrant backlash
that both seeped into and was reinforced by popular environmental thinking.
In the early decades of the twentieth century, romantics expressed fear that
immigrants were unable to appreciate wilderness, as well as a revulsion against
the closeness to nature exhibited by Southern, Central, and Eastern European
immigrants.'? Specifically, immigrant populations were labeled “pot hunters”—a
term referring to those who practiced subsistence hunting—and deemed threats
to bird and animal populations.'® References to savage Italian pot hunters abound
in the journal Forest and Stream, and were echoed by early greens like William
Hornaday'* and Madison Grant."” These concerns spurred some states to define

"william Cronon, “The Trouble with Wilderness: Or, Getting Back to the Wrong
Nature,” Environmental History 1:1 (1996), pp. 7-28; see also Mark Spence, Dispossessing the
Wilderness: Indian Removal and the Making of the National Parks (Oxford, UK: Oxford
University Press, 1999); Karl Jacoby, Crimes Against Nature: Squatters, Poachers, Thieves, and
the Hidden History of American Conservation (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of
California Press, 2001); and Jake Kosek, Understories: the Political Life of Forests in Northern
New Mexico (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2006).

12 Adam Rome, “Nature Wars, Culture Wars: Immigration and Environmental Reform
in the Progressive Era,” Environmental History 13 (2008), pp. 433—-435.

11bid., 434-436.

“Hornaday was a member of the Audubon Society and Boone and Crockett Club.
He was also director of the New York Zoological Park, where he famously displayed
Congolese pygmy, Ota Benga, in a cage. See, Jonathan Spiro, Defending the Master Race:
Conservation, Eugenics and the Legacy of Madison Grant (Burlington, VT: University of
Vermont Press, 2009).

151 detail Grant’s environmentalist, eugenicist, and nativist credentials below. See,
Spiro, Defending the Master Race; see also, Garland Allen, “/Culling the Herd": Eugenics and
the Conservation Movement in the United States, 1900-1940,” Journal of the History of
Biology (March 2012), pp. 31-72.
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hunting as a privilege of citizenship, and others to institute a tiered system of
hunting fees designed to make the practice unaffordable for “foreigners.”'®

Romantic efforts to protect a wilderness tinged with race and class were
buttressed by the widespread popularity of the social Darwinian “science” of
eugenics."” Interestingly, proponents of eugenics were not always far-right
conservatives; many were opposed to traditionalism and militarism, and aligned
with ecological science and the “Progressive” political ideology.'® For example,
eugenics occupied a prominent place in the Progressive'’ agenda of Teddy
Roosevelt. Roosevelt’s “New Nationalism” speech, written by Gifford Pinchot, the
first chief of the Forest Service, articulated the interconnections between nature,
race, and nationalism in stark terms:

Of all the questions which can come before this nation...there is none which
compares in importance with the great central task of leaving this land even a better
land for our descendants than it is for us, and training them into a better race to
inhabit the land and pass it on.*

Pinchot, along with a prestigious group of scientists and social activists, also
submitted a three volume National Conservation Commission report to
Roosevelt, entitled National Vitality, Its Wastes and Conservation:

If our nation cares to make any provision for its grandchildren and its
grandchildren’s grand-children, this provision must include conservation in all
its branches—but above all, the conservation of the racial stock itself.?!

The report included a chapter entitled, “Conservation through Heredity” that
detailed and voiced support for the “science of eugenics.” According to journalist
Charles Wohlforth, “Roosevelt transmitted the report to Congress with the
statement that it was ‘one of the most fundamentally important documents ever
laid before the American people’”.*

Pinchot was far from the only environmentally active proponent of eugenics in
the US. The nation’s earliest environmental organization, the Boone and Crockett

Club (1887) included eugenicists Henry Fairfield Osborn, Hornaday, Grant, and

®John Higham, Strangers in the Land: Patterns of American Nativism, 1860-1925 (New
Brunswick, NJ and London: Rutgers University Press, 1983), p. 162; see also Rome, “Nature
Wars, Culture Wars,” pp. 435-436.

17 Although ideals of romanticism (where nature is plentiful, intrinsically valuable, and
sublime) exist, in many respects, in opposition to Darwinism (where nature is scarce,
violent, and rendered intelligible through science), the two came to intersect in the writings
of certain greens (like Grant and Goethe) through a shared commitment to purity—both
national and natural.

"8 Bramwell, Ecology in the Twentieth Century, pp. 49-53.

¥ To be clear, I am referring here to the Progressive movement (which, in today’s
terminology, would not be considered “progressive” in many respects).

20 Theodore Roosevelt and Ernest Hamlin Abbott, The New Nationalism (New York: The
Outlook Company, 1910), pp. 21-22, cited by Charles Wohlforth, “Conservation and
Eugenics: The Environmental Movement’s Dirty Secret,” Orion Magazine, July/August
2010, p. 28.

= I};Ving Fischer, “Report on National Vitality, its Wastes and Conservation,” in Bulletin 30
of the Committee of One Hundred on National Health (Washington, DC: Government Printing
Office, 1909), p. 126, quoted by Wohlforth, “Conservation and Eugenics,” pp. 24-25.

*2Wohlforth, “Conservation and Eugenics,” pp. 24-25.
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Roosevelt himself. Political geographer Gray Brechin observes that “[m]embers of
the Club became key players in the American Museum of Natural History, New
York Zoological Park (Bronx Zoo) and San Francisco’s Save-the-Redwoods
League, as well as eugenics and immigration restriction movements.”*
Examining the political commitments of members of these organizations, it
becomes clear that the pull of eugenics was not limited to conservationists
espousing progressive ideals of efficiency, scientific rationalism, and economic
development; it extended into preservationism as well.?* In her analysis of the
relationship between eugenics and early environmental efforts in California,
Historian Alexandra Minna Stern finds that eugenic anxieties of racial pollution
and “species endangerment” were highly influential in the early years of the
Sierra Club, Sempervirens Club, and Save-the-Redwoods League.2 Prominent
members of these organizations, including Grant, Charles Goethe, John
C. Merriam, and David Starr Jordan, viewed the preservation of nature as
intimately bound up in the preservation of the national race. Reflecting on the
relationship between the race and the redwood, Stern writes:

[Tlhe redwood—its stateliness, grandeur, and perseverance—represented the
“great race.” Like Anglo-Saxon America, which was being engulfed by hordes of
defectives and mongrels...the redwood was imperiled by “race suicide” from
rampant logging, urban encroachment, and human ignorance.26

Underscoring this commitment to natural and national purity, Goethe, an avid
member of virtually every environmental and eugenics organization in existence
in the early 1920s, created the Immigration Study Committee to lobby for
immigration restrictions from Mexico (home to a “degenerate race” of “peons”
and “savages” that would only “mongrelize” its Nordic superiors).””

Even more notoriously, a co-founder of the Save the Redwoods League,
Madison Grant (a preservationist who also founded the New York Zoological
Park), wrote The Passing of the Great Race where he cautioned that white Americans
“lack the instinct of self-preservation in a racial sense” and argued that “[u]nless
such an instinct develops their race will perish, as do all organisms which
disregard this primary law of nature.”?® Hitler referred to this work as his bible,*
and in his seminal work on American nativism, John Higham called Grant
“intellectually the most important nativist in recent American history.”*’

#Gray Brechin, “Conserving the Race: Natural Aristocracies, Eugenics, and the US
Conservatlon Movement,” Antipode 28:3 (1996), p. 233.

Durmg the famous debate over the damming of Hetch Hetchy, Grant and Hornaday
split with Gifford Pinchot. Grant and Pinchot reportedly “never spoke to each other again.”
Sper Defending the Master Race, p. 61.

* Alexandra Minna Stern, Eugenic Nation: Faults and Frontiers of Better Breeding in Modern
America (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2005), pp. 119-120; see
also Allen “Culling the Herd.”

% Stern, Eugenic Nation, p. 124.

# Allen, “Culling the Herd,” pp. 53-56; see also Tony Platt, “Engaging the Past: Charles
M. Goethe, American Eugenics, and Sacramento State University,” Social Justice 32:2 (2005),
pp- 17-33.
2 Madison Grant, The Passing of the Great Race (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1921),
p- 90.
2 > Spiro, Defending the Master Race, p. 1.
*'Higham, Strangers in the Land, p. 155.
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While I do not wish to draw too close an equivalence between
environmentalism, eugenicism, and nativism—each of which has a distinct and
heterogeneous history—the three converged in this period in ways that had
profound policy implications. Harry Laughlin, president of the Eugenics Record
Office was made the “expert eugenics agent” of the House Committee on
Immigration and Naturalization, while Representative Albert Johnson, a close
confidant of Grant, deployed eugenic arguments in advocating for the inclusion of
racial quotas in the immigration overhaul that he sponsored.’’ In addition,
Charles Davenport, the founder of the Eugenics Records Office and member of
several early environmental organizations aggressively lobbied Congress to pass
eugenics-inspired immigration restrictions.”> Ultimately, this thinking was
reflected in Calvin Coolidge’s signing statement accompanying the Immigration
Act of 1924 (Johnson-Reed Act):

There are racial considerations too grave to be brushed aside for sentimental
reasons. .. Quality of mind and body suggests that observance of ethnic law is as
great a necessity to a nation as immigration law.*

Second-Wave Environmental Restrictionism: Neo-Malthusian Emergence

Wohlforth asserts that “World War II's horrors saved our country from going
farther down the eugenic path.”** Eric Ross amends this observation, arguing
that the war did not put an end to eugenics, but forced such concerns to be
packaged in more subtle, nuanced ways: “As eugenic concerns were muted in
the shadow of the Third Reich, environmental catastrophism became the
principle vehicle for Malthusian fears.”®® The influence of eugenics, in fact,
extends well beyond this restrictionist era to debates over the environmental
impacts of population that would, to use Paul Ehrlich’s phrase, “explode,” in
the 1960s. On the one hand, eugenics gave rise to the institutional structures—
for example, the Population Reference Bureau, Population Council, Office of
Population Research, and Pioneer Fund—through which Darwinian and
Malthusian logics would be advanced, and the eugenics-inspired Immigration
Act of 1924 solidified numerical restriction as the norm in immigration
policy.®® On the other hand, collective memory of the atrocities of eugenicism,
coupled with growing movements for liberal equality, guaranteed that
romantic constructions of environmental primitivism and overt social
Darwinism would have to be expressed in terms that were less explicitly
racist and nativist.

3bid., 313-314; see also Reimers, Unwelcome Strangers, p. 21.

52 Davenport, a prominent naturalist, was a member of the American Bison Society and
American Society of Mammalogists. Spiro, Defending the Master Race, pp. 392-393; see also
Kosek, Understories, pp. 153—154.

33 Reimers, Unwelcome Strangers, p. 22.

34 Wohlforth, “Conservation and Eugenics,” p. 26.

35 Ross, The Malthus Factor, p- 73.

*Mae Ngai, Impossible Subjects: Illegal Aliens and the Making of Modern America,
(Princeton, NJ and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2004), pp. 227-228.
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This shifting political terrain is reflected in post-World War II immigration
policy,”” where reforms ended racist national origin quotas (that had primarily
impacted immigrants from Southern and Eastern Europe), but also institutional-
ized, for the first time, numerical restrictions in the Western hemisphere.38 In order
to justify these numerical restrictions, the racial anxieties that eugenics helped to
bolster were recast by opponents of immigration in the terms of Cold War
geopolitics. Neo-Malthusianism, popularized by the writings of William Vogt and
Henry Fairfield Osborne Jr, played a central role in these efforts, functioning as an
epistemological bridge through which the “teeming” populations “out there” could
be connected to the ideological threats of communism. In this context, the discursive
construction of migrants as potentially impure ideologically served to reinvigorate a
racialized nationalism in which “Mexicans”—citizens and immigrants alike—were
marked as savage, foreign threats without any overt reference to race or eugenics.
In reflecting on the Hart-Cellar Act (the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965),
Mae Ngai finds that while previous legislative proposals:

had exempted Western immigration from numerical quotas. .. a group of moderates
in Congress intervened in the final moments of negotiation over the legislation in
1965...[and] held repeal of the national origins quotas hostage to Western
Hemisphere quotas, citing “fairness” and “worldwide population explosion.”*

Neo-Malthusianism, in this sense, represented both a way of strategically de-
emphasizing a position that was politically and scientifically discredited, and an
alternative epistemological lens that—although initially linked with eugenics—
gradually gained an autonomy in scientific discourse, coming to be perceived as
thoroughly “eco-centric” (even while some of its adherents, like Garrett Hardin,
continued to be influenced by eugenics). As the modern American environmental
movement arose, growing recognition of nature’s intrinsic value thrust matters of
environmental degradation onto political agendas; opening the discursive terrain
linking nature, political community, political economy, and governance to new
epistemological practices, but remaining in important respects wedded to the
historical articulations that I have outlined. This political conjuncture set the
stages for the debates over the environmental impacts of immigration that have
occupied environmentalists—and non-environmentalists deploying green argu-
ments—from the early 1970s until today. However, as I detail below, recent years
have witnessed several important shifts in the institutions and discourses within
which these debates occur.

Contemporary Environmental Restrictionism

The issue of immigration entered onto the modern environmentalist agenda
within the largest environmental organization in the US, the Sierra Club, when
longtime executive director David Brower persuaded Stanford ecologist Paul
Ehrlich to write what would become a seminal work of American environment-

% Specifically, the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1952 (McCarran-Walter Act, Pub.
L 82-414; 66 Stat. 163, sec. 311) and the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965 (Hart-Cellar
Act, Pub. L 89-236; 79 Stat. 911).

¥ Ngai, Impossible Subjects, p. 257.

*?Ibid., 257, italics added.
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alism—The Population Bomb.** Though Ehrlich did not, at this point, directly
address immigration, his dire warnings over population growth spurred the club
to establish a Population Committee. These anxieties over population growth writ
large soon led to discussions over population growth from immigration. Out of
the subsequent debates, a number of splinter groups—Zero Population Growth,
Negative Population Growth, Californians for Population Stabilization, Sierrans
for Population Stabilization—have emerged. The issue has also periodically
erupted onto the national agenda, attracting the attention of a variety of actors,
like the Council of Conservative Citizens and American Immigration Control
Foundation, whose actual interest in environmentalism is unclear.*!

What is clear, however, is that commitments to nature are a driving force
behind the desire to decrease immigration among many of the architects of the
contemporary American immigration-reduction movement: John Tanton began
his activist career an environmentalist (inspired by writings of Population
Reference Bureau) involved in the Sierra Club and League of Conservation Voters,
but then founded a whole network of restrictionist organizations, including the
Federation for American Immigration Reform (FAIR), The Social Contract Press,
The Immigration Reform Law Institute and US English.42 Roy Beck, of
NumbersUSA, is a self-described liberal and former environmental journalist.
Michael Hethmon—former legal counsel for the Immigration Reform Law Center
and co-architect of Arizona’s draconian immigration bill (5B1070)—was recently
described by the Washington Post as “a former hippie” who came to the anti-
immigrant movement out of fears “that immigrants would overburden the
environment.”* Philip Cafaro, President of Progressives for Immigration Reform,
is a professor of environmental ethics and longtime environmental activist. The
list could go on. But what, exactly, is “nature” for these restrictionist organizers?
How is it articulated alongside conceptions of political community, political
economy, and governance? And how do the natures of contemporary
restrictionism fit into the historical trajectory that I have outlined?

Methodology

What I seek to understand in this analysis is not the simple “empirical”
relationship between immigration and environmental degradation in the US—
which has been studied elsewhere**—but how socially constructed institutions

40Paul Ehrlich, The Population Bomb (Cutchogue, NY: Buccaneer Books, 1968).

41 The Sierra Club held a national referendum in 1998, and Board of Directors elections
from 2002-2005 were centered largely on the “immigration question.”

*2Southern Poverty Law Center, “John Tanton’s Network.” Intelligence Report 106 (2002),
<http: //www.splcenter.org/get-informed /intelligence-report/browse-all-issues /2002 /su
mmer/the-puppeteer/john-tantons-network>.

43David Farhenthold, “Self-Deportation Proponents Kris Kobach, Michael Hethmon
Facing Time of Trial,” Washington Post, April 24, 2012, <http: //articles.washingtonpost.com/
2012-04-24/politics /35452165_1_immigration-reform-law-institute-illegal-immigrants-
michael-hethmon>.

*Jay Squalli, “An Empirical Analysis of U.S. State-Level Immigration and
Environmental Emissions,” Ecological Economics 69 (2010), pp. 1170-1175; see also Carmel
Price and Ben Feldmeyer, “The Environmental Impact of Immigration: An Analysis of the
Effects of Immigrant Concentration on Air Pollution Levels,” Population Research and Policy
Review 31:1 (2012), pp. 119-140.
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and ideals (for example, “the nation,” “the state,” “the border,” “culture”)
influence the ways in which American restrictionists conceptualize nature, and,
conversely, how particular constructions of nature (for example, Malthusian,
romantic, Darwinian) influence the ways in which American restrictionists
conceptualize foundational social institutions and ideals. As this case illustrates,
nature is a social construction shot through with ideals of nationhood, gender,
race, sexuality, and class.*> While non-human entities retain an autonomy separate
from humanity, our access to nature is irrevocably bound up in discourse: the
“ensemble of ideas, concepts and categories through which meaning is given to
social and physical phenomena and which is produced and reproduced through
an identifiable set of practices.”*®

To provide insight into the “natures” of restrictionism, I turn to discourse
analysis. Discourse analysis seeks to empirically analyze the practices of
representation through which various objects (for example, “the immigrant,”
“the environment,” “America”) are invested with meaning. Central to discourse
analysis is a concern with the ways in which a particular “regime of truth” or
“mode of representation” makes it possible for certain individuals or groups to
speak as authoritative agents on a particular issue, while relegating others to mere
objects to be spoken of or for. The overarching objectives are: to decipher how
various discourses are constructed; to analyze how these divergent constructions
variably impact our perceptions of reality (and, in turn, serve to reconstruct that
reality); to consider the modes of inclusion and exclusion present in each; and to
trace how the discourses intersect and clash.

In carrying out my analysis, I relied on two primary forms of data collection:
texts and interviews. First, I explored various representations of nature, political
community, political economy, and governance in restrictionist websites,
publications, and media appearances. Second, I conducted interviews with
individuals who have publicly voiced restrictionist positions. I utilized semi-
structured interview questions designed to produce data appropriate to my
research questions without artificially constraining the scope of the interviewees’
responses, thus providing the flexibility for unforeseen themes to arise.*” The
goal of the interviews was to clarify ideas and logics that were unclear in the texts,
and, in doing so, to get a richer description of environmental restrictionist
discourses.

I supplemented discourse analysis with content analysis, examining the
websites of ten restrictionist organizations in an attempt to quantify the number of
times that environmental themes arose relative to other themes (security,
economy, culture, and so on) (see Table 1). While the websites of the organizations
varied, I generally analyzed the homepage, the “Issues” page, the organization’s

*5Jane Bennett and William Chaloupka, I the Nature of Things: Language, Politics and the
Environment (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 1993); see also David
Demeritt, “Being Constructive about Nature,” in Noel Castree and Bruce Braun (eds), Social
Nature: Theory, Practice and Politics (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2001), pp. 22—40; and Bruce
Braun, The Intemperate Rainforest: Nature, Culture, and Power on Canada’s West Coast
(Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 2002).

46 Maarten Hajer, The Politics of Environmental Discourse: Ecological Modernization and the
Polic;/ Process (Oxford, UK and New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), p. 44.

47 Bruce Berg, Qualitative Research Methods for the Social Sciences (Boston, MA: Pearson
Education, 2007), p. 93.
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Table 1. Explanation of coding

Category Explanation Examples of terms coded in category

Culture Terms emphasizing national  unity, division, balkanization, assimilation,
cohesion language, ethnic conflict

Politics Terms emphasizing formal amnesty, the Open Borders lobby, the
political institutions, Dream Act, the Obama Administration,
legislation and politicians Arpaio, the ICE

Economy Terms emphasizing the development, growth, jobs, unemployment,
American economy working Americans, poor, middle class

Society Terms emphasizing societal  infrastructure, quality of life, traffic jams,
issues the public school system, housing costs,

health care

Security Terms emphasizing violent border fence, drug cartels, trafficking,
conflict (or the potential for  terrorists, criminality
violent conflict)

Environment Terms emphasizing non- sprawl, open space, wilderness, national
human entities parks, biodiversity, invasive species

blog (if applicable), and any “Recommended Reading” or “Publications” pages.
Content analysis served as a check on the findings generated through discursive
methods, enabling me to systematically confirm (or reject) general trends that I
perceived in the texts and interviews. I thus employed a strategy of
“triangulation,” where multiple forms of data collection allowed me to consider
whether or not the data was consistent and increased the validity of my eventual
conclusions.*®

Findings: Discourses of Environmental Restrictionism

Unraveling the contours of contemporary environmental restrictionism is a
complex task. To begin, recent environmental restrictionist advertising campaigns
include an openly nativist organization, the American Immigration Control
Foundation (AICF), that one would not expect in any environmentalist coalition;
they pay virtually no attention and dedicate little time or space to environmental
affairs. Additionally, far-right groups like the Council of Conservative Citizens
and VDARE™* occasionally invoke environmentalist rhetoric, but only as part of
their broader projects of securing the Anglo-European civilization against
incursion by non-Western forces. The Carrying Capacity Network, by virtue of its
name and certain of its members, appears to be an environmentalist organization,
but its substantive concerns are far closer to those expressed by nativists
than mainstream environmentalists. By contrast, the Social Contract Press,
NumbersUSA, the Federation for American Immigration Reform, and
Californians for Population Stabilization all devote the majority of their attention
to non-environmental issues (economy, security, culture), but do voice substantive

*8Bruce Berg, Qualitative Research Methods, pp. 5-8.
“VDARE is a white nationalist 