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In the Progressive Era, the standard of living became a social scientific and policy-relevant
bureaucratic measurement. As historians have shown, the ostensibly objective statistical
metric of consumption challenged a “market-driven conception of wages or income” and
rested on normative assumptions about the ideal standard, family roles, and labor
relations.1 It was also embedded in a discourse on who could attain it and how. A
migrant-knowledge approach to the development of standard of living measurements
explores howAmerican social scientists drew these normative contours in relation to their
experience and understanding of what they termed the immigration problem, the influx
of Southern and Eastern European immigrants who sought to live and work in the United
States between the 1880s and 1920s. Migrant knowledge encompasses knowledge both by
and about immigrants, drawing attention to immigrant actors who cross state borders,
bring cultural baggage along with material belongings, and often maintain ties to their
places of origin. This concept assumes that immigrants do not have particular knowledge
by virtue of being immigrants; rather, it asks how immigration-related experiences,
discourses, and institutions shape modes of knowing and communicating that knowl-
edge. It takes knowledge as embodied practice, influenced by material conditions as well
as its ownmateriality.2 This approach frames the debate on immigration and the standard
of living as a mutual engagement of both immigrants and native-born Americans, made
tangible through their knowledge practices.

Recent scholarship has focused on Progressive Era social scientists—predominantly
male, native-born, white, Protestant—who supported state intervention to address the ills
of free-market capitalism. Echoing earlier public and labor movement concerns, these
scientists argued that Chinese immigrant laborers harmed American workers by accept-
ing a lower standard of living and should be excluded.3 Intellectuals similarly claimed that
different races had different standards of living, and that protecting white American
workers’ higher standards required legislation that restricted the immigration of lower-
standard “races and peoples.”4 Even when progressive economists did not overtly use the
standard of living to justify nativist or racist policies, its popularization and social
scientific rendering in the Progressive Era established it as a conceptual tool for including
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or excluding groups of people.5 When the discussion centered on who could fulfill
the standard of living and who should be excluded from the body politic, the question
of how to change political, economic, or social structures so as to be more inclusive was
sidelined.6

Some Jewish social scientists, as Luca Fiorito and Tiziana Foresti observe, challenged
the nativist, racist, eugenicist, and especially anti-Semitic proclamations of progressive
social scientists. Some of these dissenting voices came from immigrants themselves,
prominently among them the social insurance “prophet” Isaac M. Rubinow.7 Rubinow
was born in Grodno in 1875 into a well-to-do secular Jewish family. Amidst growing anti-
Jewish discrimination in Russia, the family emigrated to New York City in 1893. There,
Rubinow first studied natural sciences, became a physician, and enrolled at Columbia
University between 1900 and 1903 for graduate work in economics, sociology, political
philosophy, and statistics. Though opinionated and faced with anti-Russian prejudices,
he successfully navigated between the Russian-Jewish social life on the Lower East Side
and federal bureaucracy; his contributions for Russian (socialist) newspapers and the
RussianMinistry of Finance and his membership of the Socialist Party of America (SPA);
and, by the 1910s, his increased lobbyism for social insurance legislation in the American
Association for Labor Legislation (AALL).8 Rubinow’s lingering ties to the Russian
Empire and his devotion to socialism provided an intellectual ferment that arguably
shaped both his own understanding of the standard of living and the statistical and
bureaucratic tools used to measure workers’ ability to attain it.9

At the turn of the century, American and Russian Jewish socialists debated the
relationship between ethnoracial or national identity and class status, questioning
which should take precedence and which formed the better basis for organizing.10

Russian Jewish immigrants actively participated, helping transmit socialist ideas
across the Atlantic.11 As anti-Semitic pogroms in Russia increased Jewish migration
to the United States, Russian Jewish socialist leaders wondered if they should prioritize
ethnic solidarity over class struggle. German Jewish elites likewise worried about the
rising numbers of poorer, more radical, often Orthodox Russian Jewish immigrants
and sought ways such as “dispersion” to reduce the community’s visibility and, they
hoped, curb anti-Semitism.12 Rubinow rejected this framing, arguing that this problem
was not specifically Jewish but stemmed from modern industrial life. The solution, he
insisted, was to “fight for [one’s] rights” and for respect.13 In this context, he articulated
an ideal standard of living that included nonquantifiable aspects: on the Lower East
Side, Jewish immigrants could live in economic independence and had “their own press,
their own theatres, their own clubs, their own atmosphere, all of which harm[ed] no one
and help[ed] to make them happier and more satisfied beings.”14 Rather than a revered
sense of ethnic belonging, this argument rested on self-determination and individual
autonomy.15

The tension between ethnoracially defined groups and other classifications such as
class runs through much of Rubinow’s work of the early twentieth century. When
participating in the American socialist discourse on race, he expressed the belief that
socioeconomic status took precedence over essentialist notions of race.Writing under the
pseudonym I. M. Robbins, Rubinow published a sixteen-part article in the International
Socialist Review (ISR) condemning socialists for their indifference and patronizing pity
toward the “ten million negro proletarians.” His “painstaking” study implicated
U.S. institutions and society at large, as “the history of the Negro Problem is no more
and no less than the History of the United States, of its politic, economic and social
institutions.”16 Accordingly, for him, “the connection between race justice and socialism
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[wa]s not self-evident.” Socialism alone could not automatically resolve racial conflict; the
abolishment of discrimination and “the achievement by the negro of full civic political
and social rights” was essential.17

Rubinow’s analysis drew on his migrant knowledge, as his comparison between
Russian peasants and Black Americans makes clear. In his article “Lessons from
Russia,” published in 1912 in The Crisis, the official magazine of the National Asso-
ciation for the Advancement of Colored People, edited by W. E. B. Du Bois, Rubinow
drew parallels between these two groups, whose characteristics in habits, socioeco-
nomic status, and legal, political, and social standing he thought were similar. How-
ever, in the case of the peasantry, neither Russian nor other observers could attribute
these similarities to race. This comparison, Rubinow argued, was “the first important
lesson which Russia may teach, how utterly unscientific, how utterly childish and silly
is an effort to explain the economic, the intellectual or moral status of the American
Negro by any inherent racial traits in view of the identical results accomplished by
similar economic forces in an entirely different race.”18 Additionally, he found that
racism in Russia was used against Russian Jews, manifesting in discrimination and
contempt of this “higher race.” Rubinow concluded that “race inferiority has nothing
to do with violent race persecution, but [rather that] an exclusive position under the
law, a lack of political rights, foster and develop the race antagonisms … and that the
worst expression of this race antagonism usually may be traced to sordid motives and
partisan politics.”19

In advancing structural arguments based on migrant knowledge, Rubinow adhered
to the economic interpretation of history but added a psychological dimension that
helped analyze the origins of racial categorization itself.20 This analysis privileged
socioeconomic status but did not take it as absolute. The Dillingham Commission,
formed by Congress in 1907 to study the recent immigration problem, had undertaken
industrial studies whose findings had focused similarly on economics and the standard
of living. Their reports organized the data by race, an approach that did not concur
with that of Rubinow.21 Moreover, Rubinow’s other studies challenged stereotypes
underpinning claims that immigrant groups accepted lower standards. In 1907, he
pointed out that Russian Jewish workers could very well be organized for union action,
refuting a common argument as to why immigrants were employed for lower wages.22

Similarly, he contended that recent immigrants had higher standards in food than did
native-born Americans.23 And his 1905 study of Russian Jews in New York illustrated
that this immigrant community was socioeconomically very diverse.24 Overall, Rubi-
now’s attention to and understanding of the standard of living came out of his
immigration experience on the Lower East Side and his particular understanding of
race, racism, and socioeconomic status in relation to both American and Russian
conditions.

Rubinow’s embrace of the consumer-oriented issue from his self-identified socialist
position warrants further explanation. By the turn of the century, revisionist socialists
such as Eduard Bernstein favored reform over revolution, arguing that Marxian pre-
dictions—such as increasing proletarianization and poverty—lacked empirical basis. As
historian Eric Rauchway notes, American socialists struggled to offer a distinctively
socialist solution to the new problem of the high cost of living, one that could not be
reduced to more efficient consumption and that addressed the organization of produc-
tion. By adhering to the Marxian Verelendungstheorie (immiseration theory), which lost
appeal amid increasing availability of consumer goods, socialists failed to attract a popular
following and lost discursive ground to advertisers, progressives, and industrial
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interests.25 Rubinow was not a revolutionary, but his statistical work diverged from
Bernstein’s. He was skeptical that rising consumption also lifted the working class, an
argument which united revisionist socialists andmany progressive economists who began
to focus on the distribution of wealth rather than its production.26

This divergencewas not only ideological but alsomethodological. Rubinow’s statistical
measurement of the standard of living provided the counterargument to both socialists
and progressives. Trained in quantitative disciplines, Rubinow used statistics to prove his
point or to study a problem. His conception of economic problems encompassed a social
dimension that in his opinion many economists were starting to neglect. In 1909, he
criticized how “every economic problem in which business does not take any great
interest [was relegated] to the domain of sociology,” for example that information on
the “differential profits” foundmore attention than “the real live American farmer, white,
black, or yellow, American, Scandinavian, Italian, Jewish, or Japanese, and his actual
standard of life.”27 Just as he advocated for immigrant self-determination in social and
cultural life, Rubinow believed workers should define their own standards of living.When
the “high cost of living” entered public debate in the early twentieth century, many home
economists, reformers, and public commentators promoted thrift, saving, and careful
spending to cope with it.28 Rubinow, writing in The Outlook in 1906, countered that the
“supposed extravagance” of workingwomen spending money on clothing was really the
“energetic efforts to raise the material standard of life—efforts often crude or humorous,
but in their final synthesis of more importance to the well-being of the workingmen
(as factors forcing a demand for higher wages).”29 This assertion echoed the labor
movement’s “politics of more,” but Rubinow was too much of a professional middle-
class intellectual to pour his efforts into union work.30

By the 1910s, Rubinow challenged the popular narrative of rising universal prosper-
ity.31 In 1914, he published a “real wages” index in theAmerican Economic Review (AER).
For this, he updated and combined data first collected by the Bureau of Labor Statistics
(BLS) into a time series that showed the purchasing power of wages based on retail food
prices from 1890 to 1912 relative to 1890. He cautioned that methodological changes in
BLS data complicated comparisons.32 Yet he found the trends clear enough to confidently
dispute political slogans about workers’ rising standard of living. If workers indeed
enjoyed modern luxuries (“bathtubs, gas and electricity, phonographs, pianolas, movies,
etc.”), and if they were indeed “better dressed and better housed than fifty years ago,” it
was not due to adequate compensation. Rather, “native-born white families” among
whom this “increased standard of living [was] found” had been forced to reduce their
number of offspring and required women regardless of marital status to supplement the
family income. Rubinow intimated that economic forces were responsible: In years of
depression, falling prices were offset by increased unemployment; in years of prosperity,
better labor conditions were offset by the “use of immigration.” Considering “the
[enormous] increase in productivity of labor during the last three decades, especially as
measured in consumer’s values,” Rubinow concluded that despite unions’ best efforts,
workers were receiving “a much smaller share of the value” than previously.33 While the
article echoed the restrictionist economic argument, he never proposed immigration
legislation as the solution—indeed, if a suggestion was implied, it lay in profit redistri-
bution.34

Tracing the origins of the AER data leads first to Rubinow’s social reform work.35

In 1913, he published Social Insurance, a collection of his lectures on the topic with the
overarching claim that the United States needed an extensive social insurance program.36

The index of real wages appeared in its protean form in one of its first chapters, laying the
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groundwork for the points he later made in the AER: he reprinted the BLS data, criticized
Republican Party campaign claims on rising wages and inevitable worker prosperity, and
concluded that working families did not and likely would not automatically receive wages
high enough to obtain an appropriate standard of living or save for the uncertainties of
modern industrial life.37 This view diverged frommany reformers in theAALL, who likely
supported social insurance legislation because they thought industrial wages were suffi-
cient. Rubinow himself acknowledged that wage policy was the logical solution to
declining purchasing power.38 Therefore, he supported minimum wage laws. However,
he considered them only a partial solution for workers’ living conditions.39 Thus, he used
his corrective wage statistics to position social insurance as a standard of living issue: by
protecting against economic risks, social insurance would help workers maintain—and
potentially improve—their standard of living.40

The second origin of Rubinow’s real wages index lies in his socialism, indicating that
the index’s creation should be understood as a triangulation between economists, social
reformers, and socialists. In Social Insurance, Rubinowmerely reinterpreted existing BLS
data from 1890 to 1907. Before expanding this interpretation in the AER, Rubinow
presented a first summary of this additional index data in his pamphlet Was Marx
Wrong? The Economic Theories of Karl Marx Tested in Light of Modern Industrial
Development, published in early 1914.41 Over sixty pages, the pamphlet critiquedMarx-
ism versus Socialism, a book by socialist-turned-progressive immigrant Vladimir Sim-
khovitch that partially replicated Bernstein’sVoraussetzungen des Sozialismus (1899) and
sought to prove statistically that Marx’s predictions had failed to materialize.42 Rubinow
readily allowed that if statistical, scientific study gave cause for modifying Marx’s vision,
such changes should be made. However, he insisted that no such cause presently existed,
that in fact correctly interpreted statistics thus far supported Marx’s predictions.43

The Verelendungstheorie was crucial in this debate. Simkhovitch built on the work of
T. C. Adams and Helen Sumner to make the case for rising wages—the work Rubinow
criticized in Social Insurance for its overly optimistic conclusions.44 He accused Simkho-
vitch of being deliberately misleading by ending his wage analysis in 1900. Going beyond
reinterpreting BLS data as he had done in Social Insurance, Rubinow combined various
new BLS publications to compute the purchasing power, i.e., “real wages per hour [and
per week] as expressed in cost of food,” up until 1912.45 According to Rubinow, the results
exhibited a marked decline in purchasing power.46 This decline showed that “under the
influence of a rising price level, which benefits the property owner primarily, the
tendency” refuted the idea that “capitalist industry [produced] any marked automatic
improvement in the condition of the wage worker.”47 Organized labor could not compete
with these tendencies, Rubinow contended. The unions’ struggle “for a higher standard”
was commendable but its results were ultimately limited; “radically changing our social
institutions” was the necessary work that socialists were undertaking.48 For Rubinow,
social insurance was part of this work.49

Tracing Rubinow’s work on refining an index of purchasing power shows that this
work served a dual purpose: reaffirming the need for a socialist critique of capitalism and
advocating for social insurance, which he saw as a socialist means of redistributing profits
to workers.50 Examining this statistical practice through the lens of migrant knowledge
reveals two new perspectives. First, Rubinow’s nondogmatic commitment to a race-
conscious yet structurally focused socialism made it possible if not imperative for him to
promote socioeconomic reform. Rubinow’s index-making reflected this commitment.
Social surveys at the time often used various national and racial categories when studying
low-income groups.51 While surveys largely described the objects of their study, the real
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wages index was further abstracted from physical phenomena, making the index number
its own reality. Thereby, index numbers offered no possibility of tying low incomes to
race or nationality; its abstraction posited that the high cost of living and declining
wages were structural issues that stemmed from capitalist profit-seeking. Whereas
progressive economists like W. Jett Lauck recognized the same problem but argued
in favor of immigration restriction, Rubinow placed blame solely on capitalists and
sought to include immigrants in social insurance proposals.52 However, the Socialist
Party provided weak support for both social insurance legislation and the cost-of-living
issue. Rubinow noted the absence of a “serious contribution to the [cost-of-living]
subject from the Socialist point of view” and referred to his own article in theAER as the
only one to do so.53 Faced with limited political alternatives, Rubinow found more
effective allies among progressives.54

Second, Rubinow’s index-making crossed the discursive and institutional boundaries
between socialism and progressivism, illustrating the cross-fertilizations between socialist
and progressive movements, particularly around the concept of the standard of living.55

Following themovement of knowledge also shows the standard’s selective and sometimes
unintended transmission. Was Marx Wrong? provided the statistical foundation for
Rubinow’s AER article. In order to publish the index of real wages in the AER, the
pamphlet was stripped not only of socialist rhetoric but also of its statistics on corporate
consolidation, concentration of property and income, and the disappearing proprietary
middle class.56 As historian Eli Cook argues, statistics on wealth distribution and profits
struggled to compete with metrics of economic growth and living standards—such as
wages, prices, and purchasing power—in both public and academic discourse.57 Rubi-
now’s work complicates this dynamic: his purchasing power index in the AER, divorced
from its redistributive context, found support among economic elites who came to doubt
the hitherto accepted BLS conclusions on rising wages. They confirmed Rubinow’s overall
findings but not his critique of the profit motive. After World War I, the debate over
methodology and the state’s role in determining wages intensified. Economists such as
Paul Douglas used Rubinow’s work to advocate pro-labor policies including social
insurance. Rubinow’s index stimulated the discussion among academics, laborers, and
bureaucrats about time-series data on retail prices and wages, which were first used to
arbitrate labor disputes in the shipbuilding industry duringWorldWar I and later evolved
into the Consumer Price Index.58 In this way, Rubinow—the immigrant socialist con-
cerned with workers’well-being regardless of their race or nationality—helped normalize
the American standard of living and contributed to the epistemological tools used to
measure and manage it.
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