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ETHNICITY, AND IMMIGRATION

The Melting Pot and the Color Line

41 Stephen Steinberg
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Queens College.

“EVH{Y NATION, UPON EXAMINATION, TURNS
out to have been a more or less successful melting
pot.” So wrote Robert Park, the founder of the famed Chi-
cago School ()fS()('i:)I()&\, in 1930, It is a testament to Park’s
prescience that he was able to imagine the melting pot at a
time when the United States was ethnically more diverse,
and more ﬁ'agnu‘mc(l, than ever before. During the previ-
ous half—contur(\‘, the nation had absorbed some 24 million
immigrants, mostl)’ from Eastern and Southern Europe.
These “new immigrants”™—Italians, Poles, Russian Jews,
Ukrainians, Hungarians and others, far removed geographi-
cally and culturally from the people who settled the United
States during its first century—were widely believed to
be “unassimilable.” In (‘hicagu, for example, 70 percent of
the population consisted of immigrants and the children
of immigrants, and the city was divided into a patchwork
of ecthnic neighborhoods. In 1921 and 1924, Congress
responded with legislation that cut the volume of immigra-
tion and instituted national quotas biased against further
immigration from Southern and Eastern Europe.

Against this background, Park’s dictum provided reas-
surance that the intermingling of peoples was a universal
process and that America’s ethnic discord would resolve
itself over time. This optimism was shared by Chicago
soci()l()gists W. L]n_wl Warner and Leo Srole, who con-
ducted field studies of immigrant communities in the

1940s. Warner and Srole argued that appearances were
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Questions
to Consider

According to the the-
ory of the melting pot,
diverse ethnic and racial
groups will be thrown together and meld
into a new American amalgam that rep-
resents the finest cultural aspects of each
community. Food is perhaps the easi-
est way to understand the melting pot
perspective. Salsa, not ketchup, is now the
number one condiment. There are almost
64,000 pizzerias, almost 7,000 Taco
Bells, and 30,000 Asian restaurants in the
United States, according to experts in the
food industry. But as sociologist Stephen
Steinberg argues, not everyone has been
allowed into the pot. He suggests “Amer-
ica's melting pot has been inclusive of
everybody but blacks.” Is his statement
about black exclusion from the melting
pot justified when we consider African
American contributions to popular culture?

deceptive, that the ethnic enclave, though it seemed to
nurture isolation and s('pamtism, actuall_\' functioned as
a decompression chamber, helping immigrants adjust to
their new surruundings and pr(‘paring the next generation
to venture into the mainstream. Whatever its original rai-
son d’etre, the ethnic community actually functioned as an

instrument of assimilation.
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But if early sociologists were confident about assimi-
lation, a later generation rejected the idea of the melting
pot. Ironically, many of these scholars were themselves
children of immigrants who have risen to the top of
the academic ladder. Their revisionist view of the melt-
ing pot can be seen as part of a broader trend among
second-generation immigrants: assimilation breeds nostal-
gia. Firstgencration immigrants, who are most authenti-
cally steeped in ethnic culture, tend to throw it away, often
with both hands, as they pursue the opportunities that led
them to come to America in the first place. Decades later,
their largely assimilated children engage in desperate,
but usually futile, efforts to recover the very culture that
their parents relinquished. As the children of immigrants
entered the ranks of social science, they brought this same
nostalgia to their analysis of ethnic trends.

The turning point came with the publication of Beyond
the Melting Pot in 1970. Scholars Nathan Glazer and Daniel
Patrick Moynihan, who had each ascended from immi-
grant poverty to the ivory tower, concluded from their
study of New York City that “the most important thing
about the melting pot was that it did not happen.” The
syntax of this muchfquomd passage warrants a moment’s
reflection. To say that the melting pot “did not happen” is
not the same as saying that it was not happening. After all,
Park and other theorists of assimilation never claimed that
the melting pot was a fait accompli; nor did they project
a deadline for the completion of this evolutionary pro-
cess. Nevertheless, the book’s title and argument found a
receptive audience. Aside from selling over half a million
copies, Beyond the Melting Pot marked the beginning of a
paradigm shift in the study of cthnicity.

Other books soon appoar('d that trumpeted the sur-
vival of ethnicity over the sinister forces of assimilation.
Their titles celebrated The Decline of the WASP (1971) and
The Rise of the Unmeltable Ethnics (1971). A year later, an
article in the New York Times Magazine proclaimed, “Amer-
ica Is NOT a Melting Pot.” Indeed, these writers con-
tended that the United States was undergoing an “ethnic
revival” that would resuscitate immigrant cultures. Again,
there is a striking historical irony. When ethnic groups
were intact and cultural differences pronounced, leading
sociologists held that assimilation was inevitable. Several
decades later, when these groups had undergone pro-
found transformation, forsaking major elements of their

ancestral cultures and assuming comfortable identities as

Americans, the prevailing view was that the melting pot
had “never happencd 2

But such attempts to turn back the clock of assimila-
tion would prove difficult. With the exception of Native
Americans, ethnic groups in America are transp]anted
peoples, far removed in time and space from their original
homelands. The necessity of adapting to life in America
made assimilation, in Park’s words, “progressive and irre-
versible.” By the late 1970s, a number of scholars, myself
among them, had begun to argue that the so-called eth-
nic revival was in fact a symptom of decline, a dying gasp
of ethnic consciousness. In fact, all the long-term trends
suggested that the melting pot was working as predicted:
during the twentieth century, immigrants largely lost their
original language and culture, ethnic enclaves dispcrscd as
economic and occupational mobility increased, and the
rate of ethnic and religious intermarriage accelerated.

It may be that some observers deny the evident fact
of assimilation simply because of the ambiguous terminol-
ogy that we use to describe it. “Melting pot” conjures up
an image of a bubbling cauldron into which immigrants
descend—whether they jump or are pushcd is another
matter—and are quick]}' dissolved into oblivion. Though
rhetorically effective, this imagery obscures the evolu-
tionary nature of assimilation. Correctly understood, it
is a process that occurs incrementally across generations.
To argue that ethnicity is still an active force in Ameri-
can life—as Glazer and Moynihan did in 1970 and other
scholars have repcatcd ever since—is to beg the crucial
question. Just because assimilation isn’t complete doesn’t
mean that it isn’t taking place.

How we view assimilation also depends on our concep-
tion of culture. Revisionists argue that the melting pot the-
ory is based on a static view, in which the original culture of
an immigram% homeland is simply replaced by American cul-
ture. Such critics concede that Italian-Americans, for example,
bear little resemblance to Italians in Italy, but they argue that
Italian-Americans are nevertheless a distinct community,
forged on American soil, complete with its own identity
and subculture.

Yet melting pot theorists also realize that immigrant cul-
tures evolve and take new forms as newcomers adapt to life
in America. The crucial issue is not whether change occurs,
but rather the direction and the end result of that change.
The key question is this: will the ethnicity of formerly

h\'phenated Americans endure, or is it merely a transitional




jat the melting pot

k cdock of assimila-
ixception of Native
B are transplanted
pfrom their m‘iginal
!to life in America
gressi\'c and irre-
of scholars, myself
the so-called eth-
beline, a dying gasp
Jong-term trends
ing as pro(licted:
largely lost their
cdlaves dispcrsod as
eased, and the

2 accelerated.
the evident fact
biguous terminol-
pot” conjures up
ich immigrants
hed is another
vion. Though
res the evolu-
understood, it
T0SS gcnerati()ns.
force in Ameri-
11970 and other
bbeg the crucial

omplete doesn’t

0N our concep-
elting pot the-
figinal culture of
W American cul-
i, for example,
they argue that
J [~
gt community,

S own identity

migrant cul-
adapt to life
flange occurs,
ol that change.
of f()rmvrly

4 transitional

stage in a long-term assimilation? My position has long been
g & ) &

that, even if we assume a greater tolerance for diversity
than actually exists in American society, the conditions were

never promising for a genuine and lasting pluralism.

Today there is an emerging consensus that the descendants
of the great waves of European immigration have reached
an advanced stage of assimilation. The most striking evi-
dence is provided by the soaring rates of intermarriage
across ethnic lines. According to a 1990 study by sociolo-
gist Richard Alba, the percentage of white ethnics aged
twenty-five to thirty-four who married outside their own
groups was as follows: Germans, 52 percent; Irish, 65 per-
cent; English, 62 percent; Italians, 73 percent; French, 78
percent; Scots, 82 percent; Poles, 84 percent. Even in the
case of Jews, for whom intermarriage was historically low,
the figure is now thought to approach 50 percent. The con-
clusion seems incscapab]c that the mching pot, in the most
literal sense, is a reality for groups of European ancestry.

Indeed, sociologists now lump these groups together
under the rubric of “Euro-American,” thus n‘sol\‘ing with a
single word the assimilation question that was debated for
half a century. It is now conceded that the various nationali-
ties of European descent have become simply “white.” As a
result, ethnic pluralists and opponents of the mvlting pot
have retreated to a new position: the melting pot does exist,
but it is “for whites only.” On this view, the common “white-
ness” of the Irish, Italians, Poles, Jews and other groups des-
tined them to “melt,” even th()ugh they were once rcgar(lcd
as distinct races whose cultural and genetic differences
rendered them unassimilable. A new genre of “whiteness
studies” has documented the process through which these
erstwhile pariahs were incorporated into the white major-
ity. The core argument is encapsulated in the titles of several
recent books, including How the Irish Became White, How Jews
Became White Folks and Whiteness of a Different Color.

But this argument goes on to hold that the current
wave of immigrants, composed mainly of “people of
color” from Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean, will
not be able to follow in the footsteps of the white ethnics.
The fault line dividing ethnic groups in America is no lon-
ger nationality or religion, but race. Indeed, a number of
scholars have declared that “assimilation theory is dead,”
since its Eurocentric bias renders it useless for under-

standing the condition and destiny of people of color.
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Aside from racism, the new ethnic plura]i,\‘ts cite several
positive factors that, they argue, will spare the new immi-
grants from the dreaded melting pot. Today’s immigrants
enter a society that is far more tolerant of ethnic diversity.
The ideology of multiculturalism extols ethnic difference
and provides institutional mechanisms, such as bilingual
education, for the preservation of immigrants’ language
and culture. As a result, the Asians, Latinos and Caribbe-
ans who make up the new immigration have formed cohe-
sive ethnic communities with flourishing economies and
forcign-languago media, including cable television, that
provide institutional anchorage for language and culture.
Furthermore, (:()mpare(l to earlier immigl‘ants, the new
immigrants have easy access to their homelands, thanks to
telecommunications and cheap airfare. And finally, many
new immigrants arrive with education and skills, and often
capital as well, and therefore are not forced to compromise
their ethnic identities for the sake of economic survival.
Indeed, in today’s global economy, it is not a handicap but
an asset to be multilingual and multicultural.

These are all valid points. The question is whether
they add up to the conclusion that assimilation is dead,
and that the new immigrants will not “melt” as did their

predece

ssors from Europe. It must be conceded that this

given what we know about racism
€

is a possible scenario, ¢
as a divisive force in America history. One cannot imme-
diately discount the argument that the melting pot is “for
whites only,” and that today’s immigrants will be pre-
vented from assimilating,

In fact, however, this proposition receives little
empirical support from the large body of research on
today’s immigrants. Indeed, the most compelling evi-
dence leads to the conclusion that, notwithstanding their
racial difference, the new immigrants are not 0111}' assimi-
lating but are doing so at an even faster rate than did ear-
lier immigrants from Europe.

In retrospect, an early indicator of the eventual assimi-
lation of European immigrants was the rapidity with which
they lost their native languages. A pattern emerges with
stubborn consistency. Immigrants, of course, retained their
native tongues; their children typically were bilingual; and
by the third generation, the vast majority were monolin-
gual in l—lnglish.Thc virtual eradication of languages in only
two generations shows just how fragile culture is, at least

once it loses its “survival value” and is severed from the

institutions that nourish it. Needless to say, immigrants and
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their bilingual children were not indifferent to the snuffing
out of their native language. But the lesson of history is
that sentiment—even passionalc l())'alt} is not cnough
to withstand the powerful forces of assimilation.

This process is being reenacted—if anything, at an
accelerated pace—among the new immigrants. Ina Stu(l_\'
of Los Angeles based on 1990 census data, David Lopez
found that, among Asians, the shift to F.nglish monolin-
gualism was nearly universal by the third generation.
Consider what this means for family relations. Unless the
immigrant grandparents acquire a basic fluency in Eng-
lish, which often is not the case, then granck‘hﬂdrcn can-
not converse with their grandparents except through the
mediation of their bilingual parents.

The picture is somewhat more complex among Lati-
nos, though the overall pattern is still one of rapid lan-
guage loss. If retention of Spanish were to occur anywhere
in the United States, it would be in Los r\ngcles. Not only
do most L.A. Latinos live in predominantly Latino neigh
borhoods, but the city also has a thriving ethnic press and
electronic media. Furthermore, Los ;-\ng(*lcs has had an
official policy of promoting multiculturalism, including
bilingual education and bilingual ballots. Yet Lopez found
that 57 percent of third-generation Latinos spoke only
English at home. Closer examination of the data revealed
that Spanish was retained mainly in households where a
foreign-born  person —presumably that all-important
immigrant grandparent—svas present. In the case of Mexican-
American youth living in households with no immigrants,
only 20 percent spoke Spanish at home.

A study of Cubans in South Florida also found that
most young people preferred to speak English at home,
even when they were bilingual. Nor was this true only
of the middle classes. Among second-generation youth
who classified themselves as working class or poor, three
quarters preferred to speak English. Clearly, even though
today’s society is nominally more conducive to languagc
retention, the new immigmnts are muving very rapir”y to
English monolingualism.

If loss of a native language marks the beginning of the
assimilation process, marriage across ethnic lines repre-
sents the last (or next to last) stage. Here again, the data
do not support cither the assumptions or the hopes of the
new ethnic pluralists. A study based on the 1990 census
found that 40 percent of Asians born in the United States

married non-Asians—and these are mostly the children,

not even the grandchildren, of immigrants. The figures
mngcd from 22 percent among Vietnamese to 31 per-
cent among Japanese, 38 percent among Asian Indians,
46 percent among Chinese, 65 percent among Filipinos
and 72 percent among Koreans. These figurcs are so high
that they call into question the very category of race in
(lcscribing Asian-Americans. Indeed, the level of marriage
between Asians of different nationalities is strikingly low,
suggesting that they do not see themselves as members of
a pan-ethnic Asian “race.” Rather, most Asians who inter-
marry do so with whites, giving rise to speculation that
Asians are in the process of “becoming white.”

Rates of intermarriage for Latinos are lower than for
Asians, but they are high nevertheless. Almost one-third
of U.S.-born Hispanics between the ages of twenty-five
and thirty-four are married to non-Hispanic whites.
Indeed, marriage across racial lines has become so com-
monplace that some commentators have raised the possi-
bility of a “mestizo America”—a racial mixture that blurs
the boundaries among ethnic groups. On this view, it is
not a question of minorities being absorbed into the white
majority, but rather of a fusing of these diverse peoples
into a new amalgam. This is the literal meaning of a “melt-
ing pot,” and a fulfillment of Robert Park’s prescient
observation that every nation is a “more or less successful
mching pot.” Like it or not, and the dissent of the ethnic
pluralists is clear, assimilation does appear to be progres-
sive and irreversible, the inexorable by-product of forces

put into motion by the very act of immigrating.

Admittedly, this sweeping conclusion, while it captures
the main thrust of American ethnic history, does not tell
the whole story: in particular, it does not account for the
African-American experience. Here we speak of a group
that came to America in slave ships, not immigram’ steam-
ers. While successive waves of immigrants flowed into the
country, first to settle the land and later to provide labor
for lmrgconing industries, blacks were trapped in the
South ina system of feudal agriculture. Even in the North,
arigid color line excluded them from the manufacturing
sector. In short, the Industrial Revolution was “for whites
only,” depriving blacks of the jobs and opportunities that
delivered Europe’s huddled masses from poverty.

This was the historic wrong that was supposed to be

remedied by landmark civil rights legislation in the 1960s.
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But by the time most blacks arrived in Northern cities,
the manufacturing sector was undergoing a permanent
decline, reflecting the impact of labor-saving technology
and the export of jobs to low-wage countries. Not only
did blacks encounter far less favorable opportunities than
did immigrants, not only did they suffer from the eco-
nomic consequences of past discrimination, and not ()111)’
did they encounter pervasive racism in the world of work,
but they also experienced intense labor competition from
yet another huge wave of immigrants, which began in the
1960s and continues to this day.

Though these new immigrants are conspicuous for
their “racial” difference, they are not subjected to the all-
encompassing system of racial discrimination that was the
legacy of slavery. Furthermore, many of these immigrants
arrived with education and skills—and sometimes capital
as well—that accelerated their mobility and social inte-
gration. As noted earlier, Asians and Latinos already dis-
play a far greater degree of “residential assimilation” than
blacks. And at a time when marriage across racial lines
is soaring for Asians and Latinos, it has inched up only
slightly for blacks, again indicating that a fundamentally
different dynamic is at work. The conclusion is unavoid-
able: America’s melting pot has been inclusive of every-
body but blacks.

This is not to deny the obvious fact that there has been
€normous progress over the past half-century. Jim Crow
is a thing of the past, thanks largely to the black protest
movement. The emergence of a large black middle class
is another encouraging development, though in my view
this does not reflect the deracialization of labor markets so
much as the favorable impact of affirmative action policy
over several decades. Finally, there has been an unmistak-
able shift in America’s fundamental attitudes toward race.
The prominence of blacks among the nation’s elites, as
well as its pantheon of folk heroes, is stark proof that skin
color is no longer a badge of inferiority.

Nevertheless, ours is still a society riven by race.
Claims of “progress” invariably depend on comparing the
situation today to a retrograde past. The problem here, as
James Baldwin observed, is that the crimes of the past are
used to gloss over the crimes of the present. When com-
parisons are made between blacks and whites today, a far
less sanguine picture emerges. For example, blacks today
earn only three-fifths as much as whites. Furthermore,

although the income gap between blacks and whites closed

The Melting Pot and the Color Line 325

somewhat in the 1960s, there has been little or no progress
since the mid-1970s. So long as nearly a quarter of blacks,
and half of black youth, live below the poverty line, these
class factors will continue to Cngcndcr and reinforce racial
division.

Even more germane to the question of whether
America is a melting pot, black and white Americans are
as residentially scgrcgalv(l as ever. Nor is this true only
of inner-city blacks. Middle-class blacks also encounter
pervasive discrimination in housing, and their arrival into
white suburbs usually triggers white flight, resulting in
resegregation. It is a mark of the melting pot’s failure that
African-Americans, whose roots go back to the found-
ing of the nation, are more segregated than even recent
immigrants from Asia and Latin America.

In short, despite “progress,” ghettoization is still
a fact of life. And here we confront a great historical
paradox —for these ghcttos, the enforced “home” of the
nation’s racial pariahs, also nourished a vibrant African-
American subculture. As sociologist Bob Blauner has
observed, while immigrant ghettos “functioned as way
stations on the road to acculturation and assimilation,” the
black ghetto has been permanent, “a continuing crucible
for ethnic development and building.” And unlike immi-
grants, who clung to vestiges of cultures ripped from
their moorings in distant places, black culture evolved
out of the lived experience of black people in America.
Instead of isolated fragments selected precisely because
they did not interfere with mainstream American culture,
black culture is an integral part of the everyday lives of
black pu()plo. As a result, black culture displays a vitality
and dynamism that is gcn(‘mlly lacking among the ossify-
ing cultures of the nation’s immigrant groups.

[ronically, generations of sociologists have taken pre-
cisely the opposite position, on the one hand celebrat-
ing the cultures of the nation’s immigrant groups and,
on the other, holding that blacks were merely “white
Americans in black skin,” lacking a culture of their own.
In the same book where they declared that the melting
pot “never happened,” Glazer and Moynihan wrote that
“it is not possible for Negroes to view themselves as other
ethnic groups viewed themselves because—and this is
the key to much in the Negro world—the Negro is only
an American and nothing else. He has no values and cul-

ture to guard and protect.” Under a barrage of criticism,

Glazer subsequently explained that he meant blacks had
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no foreign culture to guar(l or protect. However, this only
compounds the error, since these foreign cultures—and
precisely because they were foreign—were destined to
a gradual but inexorable decline. On the other hand, as
an in(ligcnous product of the American experience, black
culture continues not only to thrive in segregated black
communities but also to exert a powerful influence on

mainstream American culture.
. . .

Thmughout this essay, [ have emphasized that the melt-
ing pot is still at work and that, like past immigrants,
today’s immigrants from outside the Western Hemisphere
will also be fully assimilated at some indeterminate point
in the future. The problem, of course, is that we live in
the present. It may be our national destiny to become a
melting pot, but today the United States is a remarkably
polyglot society in which ethnicity flourishes. Despite an
overriding trend toward assimilation, ethnic loyalties and
attachments remain strong even among segments of older
immigrant groups. New immigrants, freshly arrived on
American soil, are only at the early stages of the assimila-
tion process. To turn a blind eye to these realities by focus-
ing on long-term trends runs the risk of blotting out the
lives and sensibilities of entire communities.

Nor does this warning apply only to idcologucs on the
political right who, in the name of the melting pot, have
waged a relentless crusade against bi]ingualism, multicul-
tural education and affirmative action. In recent years, a
left discourse has emerged that looks “beyond race” and
“beyond ethnicity,” imagining a post-ethnic future where
people are not defined by genes or ancestry. This vision
promotes intcrmarriagc across racial and ethnic lines as a
way of climinating, once and for all, the dissonances and
contflicts attending racial and ethnic diversity.

For example, historian Gary Nash, a pioneer of mul-
ticultural education, has published an essay titled “The

Hidden History of Mestizo America,” in which he argues

that we “need new ways of transcending America’s Achil-
les” heel of race, now that a certain amount of progress
has been achieved in living up to our own credo.” Like
Nash, sociologist Orlando Patterson advocates miscege-
nation as the ultimate solution to America’s intractable
race problem. Never mind that African-Americans—not
to speak of other ethnic groups—may not wish to mis-
cegenate themselves out of existence. Never mind that it
would take generations, if not centuries, to produce the
hybrid nation that they envision. Instead of confronting
the urgent problems of race in America and addrcssing the
challenges of a multicultural society, these visionaries are
throwing in the towel. They use a utopian vision of the
melting pot as a fagade for moral capitulation.

Let me be clear. There is compelling evidence that
the United States will one day become a melting pot, and
that this day is approaching faster than ethnic pluralists are
willing to acknowledge. From a moral standpoint, how-
ever, it is imperative that this melting pot evolve through
the operation of historical forces rather than through
pul)lit policy interventions. It is wrong—to continue the
metaphor—to turn up the temperature under the melting
pot, or to nudge, cajole or push people into the bubbling
cauldron. Any use of state power to undermine cthnicity
or to force assimilation is incompatible with democratic
principles and violates the rights of ethnic minorities to
hold onto their languages and cultures.

The irony of the matter is that, like earlier waves
of immigrants, today’s newcomers will find their way
to the melting pot in due course. So, presumably, will
African-Americans, but not until the structures of Ameri-
can apartheid are thor()ughl)‘ dismantled and the persistent
inequalities arc resolved. These groups will pursue the per-
sonal and social integration that is the promise of the melting
pot. But they must do so of their own accord, and not on
somebody else’s timetable. Here we can take another lesson
from history: the carrot, not the stick, has always been the

more effective instrument of assimilation.

Seeing the Big Picture Who Is Allowed to “Melt” in the Pot? Who Wants To?

In Section X of the Appendix, do rates of intermarriage _J

support the assertion that the United States is a melting pot? What does the popularity
of hip-hop and rap say about the theory of the melting pot?




