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Course objectives: 

While American culture has evolved from values, beliefs, and customs that had 

their origins on distant shores of the Atlantic and pacific oceans, American 

society has often been deeply divided on issues of inclusion and assimilation of 

immigrants into the mainstream culture. Such a conflicted view of culture is 

apparent through the nation’s history and also the various works recording the 

experience of immigrants. Thus, the course entitled American Immigrant 

Experiences will analyze the experience of immigrants who came into the 



American society between 1850 and 1950, time of great waves and the rise of 

nativism.  Students will examine that experience in photography, literature and 

film. The course will include such classics as Anzia Yezierskia's "The bread 

Givers" and Paule Marshall's "Brown Girl Brownstowns. The visual accounts of 

Jacob Riis, Lewis Hine and Lange Dorothea will also be examined. The films 

that will be viewed in this course are Chaplin's "The Immigrant" and the film 

version of Mario Puzo's "The Godfather." The goal of the course is to learn 

about the building of the American society by analyzing the reasons immigrants 

left their homeland, the various contributions of migrants’ culture, and the 

treatment the immigrants had in America.  

Assessment: 
 

Assessment will take place twice a year, one exam each semester without a resit 

session. 

 

1) First Midterm Exam in December: a 2-hour written exam commenting on 

a text or answering questions regarding course syllabus. 

2) Second Midterm Exam in April: a 2-hour written exam on a topic 

regarding course syllabus. 

3) Students will also be expected to write short papers or give presentations 

about the following topics:  

- Pull and Push factors of immigration 

- Multiculturalism vs Assimilation 

- The Duality of worlds in Bread givers 

- Independence in Brown girl Brownstones 

Reading List: 

Philip Kasinitz, Study of Caribbean Communities in New York City, 2002 

Nancy Foner, From Ellis Island to JFK: New York’s Two Great Waves of 

Immigration, 2000. 

Stephen Steinberg, The Ethnic Myth: Race, Ethnicity and Class in America, 2001 

  

 

 

Course Outline 

 

 

I/ The Land They Left and Immigration fever 



 

- Push and Pull factors: Chasing the American dream  

- Ellis Island: The Golden Door 

II/ The conflicted view of cultural "otherness" 

- The Melting Pot: Homogenizing cultures or a forced assimilation? 

- Multiculturalism: Towards another social crisis 

III/ American Immigrant Experience through Photography 

- Lewis Hine (Ellis Island, Climbing into America) 

- Eugene Smith (Dreams Streets) 

- Jacob Riis (How the other Half lives) 

- Lange Dorothea (The Migrant Mother) 

IV/ American Immigrant Experience through narratives 

- Anzia Yezerskia "The bread Givers" 1925  

- Paule Marshall "Brown Girl Brownstowns" 1959  

- Pietro Di Donati "Christ in Concrete" 1939 

V/ American Immigrant Experience through movies 

- Chaplin's "The Immigrant" 1917 

- Mario Puzo's "The Godfather" 1950 

 


