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Amy L. Fairchild : Science at the Borders: Immigrant Medical Inspection and the Shaping of the Modern 
Industrial Labor Force  before purchasing it in order to gage whether or not it would be worth my time, and all 
praised Science at the Borders: Immigrant Medical Inspection and the Shaping of the Modern Industrial Labor Force: 

In 1891, officers of the United States Public Health Service began examining immigrants at the nation's borders for 
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"loathsome and dangerous contagious diseases." First introduced as a means to screen out those who posed a threat to 
public health, the examinations were soon described by officials as a way of denying entry to applicants who could not 
work and would, therefore, be a burden on society. But historian Amy Fairchild has unearthed a curious fact about this 
ubiquitous rite of immigrationit was rarely undertaken to exclude immigrants. In Science at the Borders, Fairchild 
retells the immigrant story, offering a new interpretation of the medical exam and the role it played in the lives of the 
25 million immigrants who entered the US. She argues that the vast assembly line of flesh and bone served as a kind 
of initiation into the life of the new working class, one that would introduce men and women from the villages of 
eastern Europe and elsewhere to the norms and conventions of the factory floor. What the overwhelming majority of 
immigrants endured at Ellis Island and other entry points to the United States was, according to Fairchild, part of a 
process of induction into American industrial society.Against this backdrop Fairchild also explores the southern border 
of the United States and the West Coast where the exam did, in fact, serve to exclude. Throughout, Fairchild conveys 
the humanity of the story, offering detailed accounts of individual immigrants confronting a large scientific and 
medical bureaucracy.

"Her weaving of both [narratives and statistical data] is deft, and her analysis of the numerical data is superb... A 
touchstone for anyone doing work in either the histories of immigration or public health. An outstanding book, 
strongly recommended." (Choice)"The unique contribution of this monograph is the painstaking effort the author has 
made to set the medical inspections within their historical context." (Antonio Ugalde Nature Medicine)"This book 
should have wide appeal to historians of all specialties, but historians of medicine, labor, and immigration will find it a 
particularly useful addition to their libraries." (Cynthia A. Connolly, Ph.D., RN Nursing History )"The study is 
extraordinarily well-documented and it is concisely written. It is a thoughtful discussion of a crucial period in the 
development of the American labor force and the effort of immigration policy to influence its composition when the 
level of immigration itself was uncontrolled. " (Vernon M. Briggs, Jr. Industrial and Labor Relations )"This well-
written and accessible volume adds considerably to current understandings of the relationship between the industrial, 
medical, and political agendas that shaped immigrant medical inspections in the first third of the twentieth century." 
(Medical History)"Through detailed analysis of numbers, combined originally with Foucaultian theory, Fairchild 
traces changes in the immigrant medical examination to make nuanced and sophisticated arguments... Fairchild's 
material and analysis make novel and important contributions to immigration history." (Georgina Feldberg Journal of 
American History)"What this book does really well is explain through the lens of immigrant medical inspections how 
a governmental bureaucracy employed physicians to enact rituals of inclusion as well as exclusion... Science at the 
Borders is well written, highly readable, and largely persuasive... Fairchild has done a great deal of statistical work 
here, and, to her credit, she presents her readers with good reason to care about the numbers." (Stephen Pemberton 
Medical Humanities )"A scholarly effort to reconstruct the multiple purposes of medical inspections of immigrants 
between 1892 and 1930, when over 25 million people arrived at the US borders. The unique contribution of this 
monograph is the painstaking effort the author has made to set the medical inspections within their historical context... 
It is vastly more valuable than a historical description of facts and events." (Antonio Ugalde Nature Medicine)"A 
major contribution of this book is that Fairchild has assembled an extraordinarily useful set of data from official 
sources." (Robert Barde Journal of American Ethnic History)"Like the best recent works in American immigration 
history, Science at the Borders combines rich historical detail with a broad and integrative approach to illuminate 
multiple aspects of life in early twentieth-century America. " (Journal of Social History)"The book is an original 
contribution to the growing scholarship on the interwoven histories of U.S. immigration and public health." (Catherine 
Ceniza Choy American Historical )"One of this book's many strengths is its seamless integration of both quantitative 
and qualitative data... This book should have wide appeal to historians of all specialties, but historians of medicine, 
labor, and immigration will find it a particularly useful addition to their libraries. For clinicians, this book is especially 
thought provoking... Clinicians reading this book are likely to use it as a template to consider both the pretext and the 
subtext of contemporary clinical interactions." (Cynthia A. Connolly, Ph.D., RN, Yale University)"A richly 
circumstantial look at a pivotal moment in the shaping of American nationalitythe medical examination of immigrants. 
It is a moment in which medicine, bureaucracy and industrial society interacted to shape a ritual deeply etched in our 
collective social mythology." (Charles E. Rosenberg, Ernest E. Monrad Professor in the Social Sciences, Harvard 
University)"Amy Fairchild's Science at the Borders is a highly readable and well-executed study of the relationship 
between medical discourse and practices on the one hand, and the politics of immigration on the other. It is among the 
most engaging works on European immigration I have come across in recent years, and it is simply the best study of 
Ellis Island processing that I know of." (Matthew Frye Jacobson, Yale University)" Science at the Borders is a 
welcome and original addition to a growing body of exciting scholarship on a critical topic in American history." 
(Howard Markel, M.D., Ph.D., author of When Germs Travel)About the AuthorAmy Fairchild is an assistant professor 
and assistant director for academic and scholarly activities at the Center for the History and Ethics of Public Health in 
the department of sociomedical sciences at Columbia University's Mailman School of Public Health. 


