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RETURN TO THE MELTING POT:
ETHNICITY IN THE LTNITED
STATES IN THE EIGHTIESC

Rttdolpl-,  .1. l lL,col i  is I ' rol, ,ssor oJ t l istary nt
tb. Llni l ,rrci t !  ol  . l t i  nrsota (si cL' 1967).ud
Dir.ctor aJ t lst I t tDnigrat iott  Histr: tr . \ ,  l l tscarch
C, DLt'r ,  St. P.1u!, , \ l inntsatd. Born axJ rais, d i t t
an intnt igrant la t i l .y, sp ,tki tg l tdl iLrn ;ts his

l irst laxguagc, l : ,  has altal 's bt(n int!rrst. , l  in
(tbnlcity. I  l .  hts ;ruthortd hooks ot, l  unl.rous
art icl , 's in this drcd. Fl.  bas also bL,tn a Visit ing
Projessar dt Llplsah Unil)Lrsity in Stcdtn an,l
Stnnr l : t t lbr ight I l t lys RLst,nrcl;  SchoLtr tn I t ' l l ' .

In  1986,  wc,  Amer icans,  r i i l l  be observ ing the centennia l  o f  thc Statue
of  L iber t \  and bevond thet ,  in  1992,  thc centennia l  o f  E l l is  Is land.
Both of these national monuments are intimately associated wirh rhe
story of immigration. To the immigrants arriving in New York harbor,
"Libertl ' Enlightening the World" appearcd to be rvelcoming thcm with
her torch raised in greeting. If rhc Statue of Liberty secmed to synbol
ize the "Promisc of America, " Ellis Island rcpresented a harshcr reeiirl .
Its establishment as an immigrant receiving station signified rhe tighte-
ning of federal controls over immigration. I.or immigrants lrriving in
steeragc (those in first and second class were processed on board ship),
Ellis Island was a purgatory. Would they be admitted ro the promised
Land? Fear, anxiety, bewilderment were their emotions as they made
their way through the bureaucratic maze. Only a small percenrage were
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dcnicd a.lnrission. l.rut for thcnr and rheir f.rnri l ics it uls r tragctl l .

Somc 3 .000 comnr i t ted  su i i : i r le  on  l j . l l i s  I shnd over  the  r .cars .  No t  ondcr
it rvls knr.,rvn in nr.tnv tr.urgucs es the "lslc ,o{ Tclrs. " t

l ) res ident  R( )n i r l ( l  I {e rg ' in  appo in ted  thc  S ta tue  o l  l . ibc r t l  l ) ) l i s
Is land ( .en tcnn i l l  Conrmiss ion  in  r \ la1  J982 co  la ise  tunds  fb r  thc
rcs lo r i l t ion  o f  bo th  monume n ts  \ \  h ich  had be t 'n  a l lo r ' r ' cd  to  t le  te  r io ra tc
sh . rmc lu l i r ' .  The Conrmiss ion  is  cc rmposcd o f  bus iness  Icadcrs  and
ce lc l ) r i t i cs  , , r i th  Lcc  . \ .  laccoca,  cha i rn ran  o f  thc  Chr , , ' s l c r  ( ,o r f ro r . r r i ' rn .

as  che i rn r l ln .  We can expcc t  thc  ccn tenn ia l  obscnances  to  h rne  a  ce lc -
bru t , r r r ,  t r iunrph . r l  t lu l l in  r i i tb  l j t t l c  i l t l cDt j ( )n  lo  the  ch i l r r . , scuro  o f
thc  i r rmigr rn t  exper icncc .  Undoubtd lv  the  lan fere  an . l  med ia  hypc
c( rnncc lc ! i  r r i lh  rhcsc  c |en ts  \ \ i l l  l i r cus  pub i ic  a t tc r ) t ion  on  ( . ru r  1 l ) lu t i
g ren t  roo ts  rs  r  na t i { )n .  I ron ic r l l , " ' th iscomcsata  t imc Ihen i rnmigr . r r i , - rn
t t r i i  i t s  conscc luenccs  hav t  , rncc  aga in  bccomc issues  o f  in tensc  r l c i r l t c
iu r , )ng  , \mcr  i cans .

S in r  l  t i t c  cn . tc t r - . r i -n t  , r f  thc  Imrn ig r l t ion  [ ,a \ \ '  o l  196 j .  thc  in f lu , r
o i  nc \ \  c ( ,n lL  rs  has  no t  ( )n lv  inc rc . rscd  s l r l )s tan t ia l l v ,  bu t  h ls  l l so  chrnger l
d r ' lnur ic . r l l r  in  char lc re r .  \ \ ' hc rcas  in  thc  f i f t ies  thc  nunrbcr  o f  in rn r i
g l r : r t s  l  <  r : rger l  . r l r r :u t  I5  0 .000 p( r  \  f r l r .  in  thc  1970s thc  r r r i va ls  sh . r rp lu
jncrc lsc , . l ,  cu ln r in r t ing  in  1980 u i th  o rc r  8 (X) .000.  ln  add i t i ( )n  to  the
rcgu l : r  i t r rm igr r t ion .  thc  l . t t te r  l igurc  rc l l cc tcd  i r  r , l r re  o f  re fugces  i1 'on l
Cut r i t  anr i  sou the i i s t  . , \ s i l .  I t  d id  no t .  h i ) \ revcr ,  inc ludc  thc  " i l l ega l  '  o r "
u ntl, rcrr rne n tcil inr nrigrsn ts u h r.,sc n umbcrs u c rc csfinr.l tcd to lrc 6t)0,00t)
or more c.tch vcar. .,\ larnr, p:rrt icularh rcgardjng the tlorr of i l lcgal
a l i cns ,  rcsu l tc ( i  in  the  c rc iL t io r . r  by ' the  Congrcss  in  1978 o f  thc  Sc icc r
( lommiss ion  on  In r r ignr t ion  rnd  Refuge Po l ic r " , .  A f te r  de ta i led  s tu t l1 ' ,
r i i ' l l i ng  tha t  o f  rhe  D i l i i ngham ( .omniss ion  o l  the  c ; r r11  ! r {cn t ie th  ccn
tur \ ' .  thc  Sc lcc t  ( lomnr iss jon  su i rn r i t t cd  i t s  rcpor t  and rcc r )mnre  ndr t ions
in  N{ l rch  1981 The pr r r i cu l r r  rc l i r rns  p roposcd l t v  the  cumnus5t ( )n
tcDdc i : l  t { )  l r t  on  thc  i rh r i l c  re : rson l l r l c  r rn r l  l i l r r : ra i  I i1 , . r r ts  t r . r  t r . lns l i r l c
Ihesc  rccomme ndat ions  in to  l cg is l r t ron .  houevcr .  h . r l c  l ,ecn  t tus t r r rcL l
l r r  thc  po l i t i c l l  ro l r t i l i t r  t , f  thc  in rnr rg r - r t l , rn  j ssuc .2

Cler ra in l r  io rn t ig r . r t ion  fo r  thc  L rn i tc t l  S i : i t cs  i s  an  jssLrc  r rh ich  n tus t
bc  rddressc , l  in  pub l rc  d iscuss i , rn  and po l i c l  .  I io r rc le r ,  i f  onc  l j s tcns
c l<rsc l r  to  the  dc l ) r t ! s  jn  thc  C( )ngrcss ,  t i r c  p fcss ,  and , . r t t  rhc  s t l (c ts , , rnc
hc l l s  d is ru r l r ing  over t ( )nes  o f  thc  na t i , , ' i sm o f  ycs tc r r  ear .  I rnmigran ts  a rc
i rccused o f  tak ing . ;o t rs  l r l \ ' f r c . rm, \mer ican  r ro rkcrs ;  thcy  l rc  se id  t r . r
co l rs t i tu tc  l  burL len  on  th r  count r ) ' s  soc ia l  scn , iccs ;  thcv  arc  charged
* i th  cont r i i ru t ing  to  c r in r ina l i r l  an , l  immora l i$ .  Less  cxp l i c i t  i s  the
: r rc rs j r in  to  th t  

'nc \ \ "  
im l l r ig ran ts  bcc luse  o f  the i r  r l c ia l  rnd  cu l tu ra l

d j f le rcnccs .  S incc  thc  la tc  s ix t i t s ,  thc  p redominent  sources  o f  thc  ne$-
c ( )mcrs  h r r ' (  i r ccn  Mer ico .  thc  Ph i l ) ip incs ,  ( luLra ,  Kore ; r .  end ( .h ina iTa i -
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wan.  Dark sk inned ant l  b iack-hai red.  the l .a t inos and Asians hr !e t r ins-
forrrcd thc r:rcial char.rctcr of cities such es Los Angclcs, t'vc,"r'York, and
Mi ln l i . ' f  herr  v is ib i l i  rv  h. rs  t r iggered deepseatec l  prc judices.  l

Once ag.rin American sociery.* is confronted ilith the nccd to in
corporatc immigrants u'ho appeer to bc erotjc anLl alicn. ln thc 1960s
thc ,\tclting t'ot, judge,l to bc an obsolcte svmbol oi r coercivc and un-
succcssfu l  , \mer icanizr t ion pol icv,  r r 'as re iegatcd to the JuDkhe.rp o l
h isrory ' .  Nou in  the e ight ics,  i t  has been ret r ieved and refurb jshed.  l 'hc
need to ass inr i ia te the "nerv"  inmigrants as uc l l  as doubts about  thc i r
capiLc i t t  t , r  t re  ass imi l l ted huc becornt '  c( )mm!,n themes in  pul rJ ic
c l iscussions.  The Hisprn ic  popuJr t ion (conrpr isct l  o1 such d ivcrsc ethnie
groups as , \ lcx icans,  Pucr to Ricans,  and Cubans)  bccause of  i ts  t lensc
c(rn( 'cnt rat ion lnd st rong at tachment  to  i ts  langua{e has bcen i t lcnt i -
l ic , l  rs  a prr t icu lar  thrc ; l t  to  the "cu l tura l  un i t1  "  o f  the Uni ICd Str tcs.
l hs: issue of )-ril ingualism in puirlic e ducatic,,n has bccome somethjng .:l1-
e l ightn ing rod tbr  h ighly  chargcd rhctor ic  about  the dangrrs of  immi-
cr l t ion f rom Lat in  Amer ica.  Cr i t ics  cvokr  l . rn t l r ics  o l  r  Sp L i r ,sh spta l '
ing "Que be c"  c- r r  a  I lc lg ium- l ikc l inguis t ic  conf l ic t ,  cu lminat ing rn rcp. r1.1-
tist movcments and even civil rvrr. A movement is afoot led bl formcr
U.S.  Scnl tor  S.  l .  H:r r  eker , r  r r  to  euact  r  const i  t r . r  t ional  anrcndment
ru h ich r r  ou l , l  makc t .ng l ish thc o l f ic ia l  J lnguagc o l -  rhc Uni ted Stetes.
Thcsc react ions,  r ,erg inp r t  t imcs t - rn the h)  s ter ica l ,  r re .  in  mt  iudgmcnt .
(  \ 1 . '  \ \ l \ (  , t  t  n t  ' r  n a t i r i s t  m c n t . L l i n . 4

. \s  so ( . , t tcn in  rhc pasc,  inrn igr l t ion is  thc touchst<rnc of  rhc
c l in  tc  of  op in ion rn the Uni tc-d Stetes.  I  hc nco nrr t iv ism of  rhc c ight
ics is  rnr l ic r i r ivc  of  l  tcsurgcnce of  nat ional ism and consen,at isnr .  This
can best  be understoot l  rv i th in  the f r lmcrr t . r rkof  John Highanr 's  br i l l iant
:nul t  s is  r - ' l  tbc c \  c lcs o i  , \mcr  ic i rn  nat i i  isnr .5 Scnt imcnt  to l  ard inmi
gr . rDts has f luctuated,  lccord ing to I I ighanr .  depcnding on horr . , \nrer i
c lns havc tc l t  . rbout  thc i r  country  and rhe future.  ln  t imcs of  c , rnf idcncc
thcv rcndc, l  t r i  l rc  opr in is t ic  l l )out  thr  r . rn tc j t t  , r i  thc Uni rc . l  States
to l l rsorb nc\ \comcrs:  jn  t i :ncs of  , loubt ,  . l t t i - i t tn t igrant  fe . - l ings
t - l i . rur ishcc l  Dur ing thc 1970s,  thc Uni tcr l  St l tcs suf fe r t  d  so,e ra l  humi l i -
a t ing reversr ls , , , "h ich crst  l  shadorv ovcr  i ts  professc. . l  leadership of  the
" t rce r ror lJ . "  Defer t  in  Vic tnam, the I r ' r rn ian hOstage inc i , lent ,  the
fur j lc  Lro)  cot t  o f  the 1980 OJr .  mpic gamcs,  a l l  ar rcsted to l imi ts  on
Amcncan pou'er. Nle ent hile, J ap:rn 's ccon onic asccn,.iancy sh ook Ame r
ic ; rn i rc l ie f  in  the prccnr incncc o l  our  inr lust r , ,  and tcchnologr .  High
uncmplot 'nrent  r . r tcs.  in f la t ion.  and economic uncer ta int l ,  croded the
ps1-chologlcal and material bases of Americans' sensc of rvcll-being. A
crisis of confidencc in their institutions antl values irssailed Arrrcncans.
Ronal . l  Reagan s f legr . r 'av ing parr io t ism, hard l inc ant i 'Communism, and
moral conservatisn reprcsent r "co un te rrcli)rmation, " a reasscrtion L,f
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"traditional" valucs. Meanwhilc, the ".Nloral ll laioritv" has rallied be
hinc l  such issucs as opposi t ion to rborr ion.  gav r ights .  gun contro l .  and
thc [iqual Rights Amcn,.jmenr. The rcr'i lal of a Cold War menrality
abrord and a crusading moralism at home have combincd to create
pressures for conformitv to prer.,ailing ideas and mores. Only in this
perspcctiye can one undcrstand rhe suddcn voltafaccia from the cthnic
rcvival of thc sevcnties ro rhc rerurn to the melting pot of the eightics.

The balance of this essav rvill sketch major developments at both
the in tc l lectual  and socic ta l  levc ls  rvh ich embodiet l  changing at t i tu t ies
towirrd cthnic diversitv during the past two decailcs. Thc "rediscovery

of ethnicirl " in the sixties follou'ed hard upon a period of intense pres-
sures for  nr t ionr l  un i rv  cngcndercd bv Wor ld War I I  and the "Cold
War."  Pear l  Harbor  h ld b l ighted a budding movement  for  cu l tura l
democracy.  Inspi red bv thc popul is t  ideology of  the Nerv Deai ,  rvr i ters ,
Jr t is ts .  c( iuc l rors,  rnd scholars h l r i  d iscovcrcd rhe countr \ ' 's  essent ia l
c l i i  c rs i r r ' ,  , r3 ion.r l ,  rac ia l ,  and cthnic ,  as i r  source of  bcauq'  and st rcngth.
Louis Adamic, himsclf an immigrant from Slovenia, \\'as the most
e loquent  advocatc of  th is  v is ion of  Amer ica as r  "nat ion of  nat ions."
During the thirtics, Marcus Lec Hansen, Thcodore Blegen, Carl Wittke,
and George Stephenson produced the first substantial works in Amcri
crn imlnigrant history'. ,\tcanrvhjle. Caroljne Were and Oscar Hrndlin
made groundbreaking contr ibut ions to thc wr i t ing of  the h is tory of
u r b r n .  i n . l u s t r i r l  . \ m e r i t . r  I  r o m  1 n  e t h n i r '  p r  r s p e c t  r r  c . 6

' l 'he entn of  the tJn i ted States jn to the rvar  in  Deccntber  1941
radica l l r  a l tere. l  thc cu l tura l  po l i t ics  o i  the nat ion.  Di f te  rences wcrc
now to be subordinltcd to thc common purpose of defeating thc Axis
porvers and then to conta in ing thc threat  of  Soviet  Comrr)unism. Cul tur-
a l  as u 'e  l l  as pc-r l i t ica l  dcv iat ions f rom thc Amer ican norm $cre suspcct
as possibly subversive and Comnunist-inspired. Unqualified loyalty to
the Uni tc i l  Stetes was once again made the cr i ter ion of  . {mcr icar ism.
The postwar economic boom and i ts  f lood of  consumer goods appcrred
to insure the t r iumph of  e homogencous.  n ic ld le c lass socic tv .  The dom
inant  in tcrpretat ions o i  Amcr ican h is ton,  in  the f i f r ies cmph:rs ized
consensus as the genius of  the Amer ican pol i t ica l  t rad i t ion.  Amer icans,
it was said, had generally agreed on basic valucs; differcnces of class,
race,  an( l  c thnic i tv  hat l  not  been thc source of  fundamcnta l  conf l ic ts .
ln  an crpansion of  furner 's  f ront icr  thes is ,  David Pot ter  found the kcy
to the Amer ican nat ionai  charactcr  in  thc mater ia l  abundance enjo l 'cd
l r r .  th is  people of  p le nq."  Wi l l  Herbcrg advancc, l  l  " t r ip le  mel t ingpot"
model .  Protest lnr ,  Cathol ic ,  Jeursh,  but  one wi th in u 'h ich a l l ,  regard lcss
of re ligious persuasion, embracetl e comnon belief in the American rvay
of lifc. The uprooted br' Oscar Handlin cclebrated the terrible but
u l t imr tc lv  bcning pol r 'er  o f  the Amer ic i rn cnv i ronment  ro d ivesr  immi-

1 2 0



grants of their Old World cultures and to transform them into "ncw
men".  ln  the f i f t ies,  thc mel t ing pot  \ r 'ent  unchal lenged.T

As a gr:rduate student at the time I sharcd rvith mV peers a claus-
trophobic scnse of the conservative orthodoxy which dominated his-
torical studies. lt was u'ith a sense of liberation that lve greeted John
Higham's essal', "Beyond Conscnsus: Thc Historian as Nloral Critic,"
in  which he cal led upon thc h is tor ian to , lca l  rv i th  quest ions of  good
and cv i l .  and to par t ic ip t te  s t  mpathet ica l lv  in  the value conl l ic ts  of  the
past .d N-onc of  us ant ic ipatcd how c lu ick lv  ue rvould be srvepr  up in
the maelstrom of conflict .lnd turmoil rvhich lvas to charactcrize thc
sixties in thc United States. Socicq suddenh'seemed to fragmcnt along
fault lincs oi rece, generation. class, cthnicitr.. ancl gender. \Vars in Vict-
nrm and the urbirn ghettos, student movcments and t'outh culturc.
feminisn and gay rights, pitted Arncrican against American in violent
confiontations. Horv coulii belief in thc homogeneity, goodness, and
wisdom of thc United Statcs survive the traumas of that bloody dccade?
With loss of faith in the Amcrican Crcecl rnd loss of confidencc in
thc ,A.nglo-Amc rican establishmcnt, the essential pluralism oi rhe socie-
tv manifcsted itseif. Thc liJ 

"r'es 
off, .rnd ail those groups which felt

opprcssed,  sr i fcd.  cxc ludcd f rom pouer  and h is tory asser ted themselves
Libe ration mo\ cmcnts antong blacks, Chicanos, Indians, r,vc.'rrrcn,
gays, and r,r'h ite ethnic groups proclaimed their identities and tlcmanded
their disrinctive histories. Y

In the journ. r l is t ic  id iom of  the day,  " lo"r 'cr  middle chss ethnics"
u'ere thc sons and daughters of thc last grear wave of imntigranrs, parti-
cularly those from southeln and castem liurope. Largely stil l blue-
collar workers, thcy nourishcd historic resentments against a dominant
culture rvhich stigmatizcd thcir parenrs as "inferior brcetls," and stil l
largely relegatecl then to the status of "assisrrnt Ame ricans". ln the
s ix t ies.  th(sr  tee l ings s 'ere cxacerb. . r tcd br  soc ia l  po l ic ies r ih ich favored
blacks and other racial mirrc,,rities over rhe Euro-Americln crhnics. 

'I 
o

the ''white ethnics" it appeared rhat black demands rverc directcd at
" thc i r "  schools ,  " the i r "  jobs.  " the i r "  ne ighborhoot ls ,  and that  rhe!  werc
bcing forced to compensatc biacks for a history of oppression in which
thcv had had no par t .  Because o i  th is  "backlash" .  they were denounced
as " fasc is t  prgs"  and rac is ts .  Bv rhe 1970s1'u 'h i tc  ethnic i ry"  had been
rediscovered bv foundations, government agencics, and universities as
a problem to be addressed.l t)

Michael Novak's The Rise of the Unmeltable Ethnics be-
came the nrani festo o l  thc rvh i te  ethnic  movcment . I  I  Nor , 'ak,  a  th i rd-
generat ion Slovak Amer ican,  r ' ic \ \ 'ed the pcrs is tcnce of  ethnic iq '  as I
v i ta l  and crc l r ive force in  , {mer ican l i fe .  He juxtaposed the emot ional ,
familycentercd characrer ol crhnic Catholics to the sterile individualism

-*_
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end net ional ism of  the WASPS. ' l 'he rca l  . rn tagLrn is ts  o l  rhc r r ,h i tc  ech
nics ucrc the , \ng lo-Amcr icrns u 'ho dominr tcd the cul tura l  and econcr
mic l i f  e  of  thc country ' .  Morc polcmic th ln h is tory or  soc io logy,  Novi rk 's
book u'rs highlv controversial. but for manv sccond rnd thircl qencra-
tion ethnics reading it it ri 'as l l ibcrating expcricnce. Novak toltl thern it
u 'es ok to bc ethnic .  Cr i t ics  of  the whi tc  c thnic  movement  uho d is-
missetl it as a pipedrcam concoctd l)_v "romantic intcllectt.rals" misrceii
onr' of thc m:rjc.rr social phcnomcna of thc ,Jccede. It is truc th,rt n,hite
cthnic i ty '  ner ,er  became in i tse l f  an autononous pol i t ica l  force.  Thc
libe rll strltcgv put forrr'.rrd lrr thc t\mcric:rn Jcu ish Committec, ilmong
others,  \ !h ich cnvis ioned a poprr l is t  coal i t ion of  urban rvork ing-c1lss
l r l lcks end uhi te  c thnics bascd on thei r  common intc tcsts  largel l  fa i led.
Thc socia l  issues of  thc sevcnt ics perra in inu t r . '  fami l r ' ,  scxual  morcs,
drugs,  and r lcc provcd more potent  anong thc t radi l ional -minded l ruro-
ethnics.  In  1972 and aeain in  1980,  such issues spl i r  l l rgc scgmcnts of '
rvhite r:thnic lotcrs fronr thcir historic: ll legiancc to the Dcmocratic Par-
ty .  l 'he Nen Dcal  coal i t ion crunr l r lcc i  unc lcr  the imp.rc t  c . r i  thc-se h ighl l
cmot ionr l  moral  conf l ic ts . I  2

I { tg l rd lcss of  pr - r l i t ica l  outcomcs.  thcre r r rs  no ( i ( lL l , t  i r l )ouf  t l tc
hc ightcned cthnic  consciousness among Amcr ic . rns in  thc 197os.  Thc
"Bl -Lck Pr ide mo\cmrnI  lcg i t imi r tcJ the . r i f i rnrur ion of  ' r r r r r icr t l l r  iJcn
t i t ics .  enr l  soon but tons lnd bunrper  sr ickers proc la imcd '  'K iss , \1e.  I  r r
F innish" .  "Ukra in i ln  is  l lcaut i iu l  ' ,  rnd "Slovak Pol r t r ' ' .  

. l l rc  
ncu.

p lurr l isnr  d i ( l  no l  sD n l r tch c t -c , r t t '  . l  nr ' \ \  ! r 'nsc i  usr)css is  s i rn . t jon thc
cxprcss ion o l  group i i lent i t ies uhich had bccn long represscd.  

' lhe

"cthnic  re, " i r . r l "  meni i i :s tcd i tsc l f  in  nrrn i fo ld  uavs, thc rcv i r ' : r l  o f  t l r r
d i t ionel  lcst i r  a ls ;  i t  resurgencc of  o ld org ln izat i r )ns f ,nd thc proJ i fcrat ion
of  nct  i - rncs,  an incr t r rscr l  in tcrest  in  anctstnr l  h is tcrn,  cu l rure,  rnLl
l lngulge.  . \ lc r  l l r r l t , r ' ' s  Roots g i l |c  i r  t rcrDcndous inrpctus to th i :  f lnr i -
lv histon' nrovcnrcnt rvhich rv.rs alre,rdl rvcll unJer$'l\. (iencalogt,

rvh ich h. rd bccn l r : . { :c ] r  the domain ot  soc i l lc l i r rbers in  sc l rch , r f  co, r ts
of  erms,  beclme a qucst  for  rc l l  forcbcars,  s ,het l . rer  noble or  ignoble.
Tht '  , \mcr ic . rn tour is t 's  i t incr . r : ' r 'norv l rcqur .nth jnc luJe d r  p i lcr in ln t . tg( '
to  thc n. r t ivc v i l lage in  I rc l :Lnd.  Gel ic ia ,  or  Sic i l , , .  ' fhe b icentcnnia l  ob
seni lnces i . , f  . \nrcr ic . rn in t lepcn. lcncc in  1976 nrore of tcn thrn n/ ) t  look
the fornr  of  cc lebrat ions of  immigrrnt  hcr i tages. l  3

Bcginning r i i th  ts l . rck Studics progr . tn ts ,  thc nrovcment  l i r r  c thni t
s tuc l ies in  thc schools  nrde he.rd$a\  in  the scvcnt ies.  ln  1972,  thc
Congress establ ishcd thr  Lthnic  I  ler i t rgc Studics Program dcclar ing that
I ts  prr rp, rse t ls  to  " l l f i r rd  s tudents oppor tuni t ies to  learn about  thc
nature of  the j r  cr*n cu l tur r l  hcr i tage,  and to s tudy the contr ibut rons o l
thc cu l tura l  her i tagcs of  the orhcr  ethnic  groups of  the Nat ion." .A. l -
though appropriltions for the program during rhe sevcnties v"erc
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m()dcst  and cc lscd ent i re iv  uD[ lcr  thc Reagan ad nr in is t rat ion ,  i ts  svmbo
lic importanci: ought not to bc undercstimatcd. For the first timc, the
fe, lcra l  govcrnment  r ! 'cognized that : \mer ice was i t  mul t ic thniL-  suc i r t \
and thc positive valuc oi unclcrstanding "about the diffcring end uniLluc
contr i l . ,u t ions to thc nat i ( )nal  hcr i tagc mrt . le  i rv  cach cthnic  group."
Despi tc  thc cutbacks in  tunt l ing,  rcaching . rbout  . \mcr ican h is torv and
s,rc ie tv  f rom a nru l t ic t r l rura l  pcrspact i lc  cont inues in  nr- rn1 c] : rss
toon l s . I  4

Bu,r r .cc l  b ' ,  th is  populer  t ic ie  of  in tcrcst ,  cahnic  rnd immtgr t t ton
his ton f lour ishcd in  the past  r jccadc.  This  ecat lemic scholarship,  horv
ever ,  \ \ ls  not  s inrp lv  r  re t lect ion of  thc soc ia l  mo\ /enents.  ln  fect ,  i ts
or j { rns rnt ic ip . r tcd the cnrcr-gcncc of  r r  h i tc  c thnic i t l '  :Ls r r  publ ic  phcn,- 'm-
cnon.  In  1961.  \a than ( i lazer .  rvho had bccn rvr i t ing ins ight fu l  p ieccs
, r t rout  \  rncr icJrr  p lLr la l ism in thr :  l i f t ics ,  co. ruthorcd r r i th  Danic l  Patr ick
, \ loynihen.  a comprr i l t i !  c  s tudv of  c thnic  groups in  Neu York Cin '
cnr i r icL l  Bevond thc Mcl t ing Pot . l5  ( l i r ing thc l )ers is tencc , r I  thcsc
c o l l c c t j r i t i c s .  t h c v  d c c l a r - e d ,  " l h c  p o i n t  u b o u t  t h e  m e l t i n u  p , r t  i s
thr f  i r  ( l iJ  nor  hrppcn.  "  (  ont lurv  t ( )  e \pectxt ions,  c thnic i tv  c( )nt inucd
to lrc r major forcLr in the lifc r-rl thc mctrr.rpolis. The follo* ing yclr,
, \ l i l ton ( lor -drrn 's  Assimi la t ion in  Amer ic i rn  L i fe  soLLght  ro expi r in
th ls  pt is is t t 'nct  br  of fer ing a norc conrp lcx t ) rcor l  o f  lss imi le t ion.
muking.r  basic  d is t inct ion bct r recn cul rura l  : rss inr i la t ion and st ructuru l
russ imi l l r ron.  . \ lso in  196.1.  mr cr i t iquc ot  The Uprootcd marnr l rn
cr l  t i ra t  inrnr igrant  cu l tures \ \ 'c re more cn. lur ing and in f luent ic l  than
hi r , l  becn suppr>sed:  hcncc the : rced t , r  s tut iv  thJ \ ' : r r ie tv  o l  pr t terns ot
lccommor l : r t ion par t icu ler  to  d i f fcrent  immigrant  groups.  Joshu:L I i ish-
mrr 's  l , i rnguagc lovrr l t t  in  thc Uni ted States r r ls  i ]  n l l i ( ) r  coDrr ibut io l t
to  r r  ne\ \ '  p i r radignr  lor  - , \ t lc r ican h is ton. l6  R;r thcr  thJn passivc lv
lucccpt ia i l  r r ,ss in i lu t ion,  inrmigr lnr  conurunt t ics h. rd s t ruggie d r  igorouslv
ln i i  u i th  somr succcss to ml in t l in  the i r  m() ther  tongucs an( l  cu i tures.
Bv thc r r r id  s ix t i rs .  ,L  reeraLurLt ion of  thc s igni f ic .Lnce o l  imnt igr . t t ion
r l l ls  c lear lv  uncle l t l r ' .  \c t  as l r te  rs  1969.  i t  could bc l rgucd ther
ethnic i tv  urrs  a neglectc , l  r l inrcns i r - ,n  of  . \mcr ic . tn  h is torv and that
"thc stut|. of immigratic,n hrrs been .tnd temains an underdcvclopcd
tr (  lL l  u f  n ls tunl ] . l l  rn( lur r \  "

' \  r ' l r ic tv  of  in f lucrrccs contr ibutcd to the burgeoning of  e thnic
anr l  immigret ion h isrorv in  the seycnt ies.  inc luding the "nerv soc ia l
h is ton ' .  "  lnspi rcd br  ideoiogie s  o l  thc Ncrr  Lcf t  anc l  l i l . 'erat ion mor c
nrents,  a  t 'ounger  generat ion o1 '  h is tor i . rns set  out  to  document  the cx '
pcr ienccs of  thc in . r r t icu l . r tc ,  thc po*er less.  thc subal tcrn e lcnrcnts in
Anrer ican h is tor l  .  1o underst lnd the consciousress of  rvorkcrs,  immi-
grar) ts ,  \ \DmcD, b lacks;  to  pc lce i rc  thc ' , r  or ld  through thei r  cyes;  to
in tcrpret  the i r  behavior  through thei r  va lues.  Such "h is tory f rom the
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bottom up" required new sources and research tcchniqucs; oral histor\,,
anJ quanr i tar i te  rnal l  s is  r rere emplo l .ed lo  creJr(  dr ia  for  rhosc who
hrd left ferv records. But it u,as also discovered that the documcDrauon
for the non-elite populations rvas much richer than had been dreamed.
fhe success of thc Immigration History Rcserrch Ccntcr of rhc Univer-
sity of r\linnesota in collecting published and archival narerials for rhc
southern and eastcrn European immigrant groups inspircd orher instiru
t ions to emul l te  i ts  cxample.  Meanwhi le  ,  the number of  pracr i t ione rs  in
the field incrcased clramaticallr'; foun.lctl b1 a handfui of scholars in
1965,  thc lmnr igrat ion Historr .  Societ ) 'gre\ l ,  to  over  f ivc hundrcd mem-
bcrs. ln 1981, thc Societl. foundcd the Journal of American Ethnic
History-  Old c thnic  h is tor ica l  soc iet ies l ike rhc Pol ish _Lmer ican I te l i rn
Historicll Association u,erc crelted. One of the qualities of the "nerv
ehtnic historr, " $es irs engagcd and crnpathic charlcter. ,\lanv his
tor i lns turncd to thc s tudv of  the i r  orvn immigrant  backgr , lunr ls .
and s'hile for the most parr avoiding the pitfalls of fil iopiety, approach-
cd thcir srrbjccts with enrpharhl and insight. The rapproachenrent
betlr'een ethnic acadcmics and ethnic publics has trcen not thc least
accrrnrp l ishme nt  . r f  p lura l is t  h is tcrn . l8

fhe internationalization of migratic-rn hist{rr}' Iras bccn one of thc
most  s ign i f icant  developmcnts rn thc f  ie ld .  Whi le  ' \mcr ican shoLars rve re
turn ing u i th  rencrved passion t ( )  c thnic  top ics,  rhc i r  co l lcagucs in  c . ,un
trics of emigr:rtion n'crc discovcring the intportence of ntass cxodus lirr
the i r  oun h is tor ics.  '1he la t ter  phenomenon can be dated f rom f rank
- I -h is t le thsai tc 's  

seminr l  papcr ,  "Migrat ion From I rurope Over-
seas in the Nine teenth and Trvcntieth Centuries," prescnted at thc
Intcrnat ior r l l  Congrcss of  His tor ica l  Sc ienccs in  Srockholm in 1960.  In
thc vears u,hich folloued, projects in Uppsala, Turku, Cracorv, Zagrcb,
Rome, ucl clser,r'herc produce.l rn cxtensivc Iitcrnture on thc ctuscs
and b lckgrouni is  of  the t r r rn s- . \ t lan r ic  migr t r ions.  ' l  

he resul t tng inr r rac
tion bet\\'cen ,\merican lnd [.iuropean scholars has pror,ided a strong
st imulus to c thnic  anr l  imnr igr . r t ion h is t , rn .  ! ' in  n ish-Amcr ican col lab-
orat ion is  l  pr imc erample of  th is  l ru i t lu l  rc l . r t i , rnship.  lhc ser ics of
joint sr. nrposr.r on lrinnish nrigr.rtion co North Anrcric:r. rhc e.\hrnge of
publ icat ions and pr imart '  sources,  the compi lar ion of  guides and b ib l io-
graphres to marcrials, an.l thc expanded rcsearch opportunitics for
scholars,  i rave contr ibutcd to an enr ichment  of  scholership in  both
c o u n r r i e : . l q

In rcaospcct ,  n lo  decades of  rvork in  c thnic  lnd immigrr r ion
history has resulted in an impressive record of solid achrevement.
Simply in terms of volum€. more .ioctorirl dissertations $erc n'rrtten
in th is  l ie ld  dur ing thc sevent ies than in  a l la  preceding decades com-
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bined. Literalli hundreds of monographs havc been published on a vast
arrav of topics, r,,'hilc the articles number in the thousands. The latter
h:Lvc appcalcrl in such lcatiing journlls .rs thc American Historical
Review as uc l l  as in  specia l izcd publ icat iors .  \ \ 'hereas f i f teen )cars ago,
one ',vas fortunatc to find er,cn a feu volumcs on an\ perticular cthnic
group, sa)' the !innish Americans, now therc are shelvcs and cvcn
l ibrar ies of  u ' r i t ings.  lh is  rcccnt  scholarship has been summed up
in trvo comprchensivc rvorks, The Harvard Encyclopedia of American
Ethnic Groups and Thcy chose Minnesota.l0 Regarding the qualitr of
this scholaship. one is impresscd bv how much of it is frce ctf pieties
and orthodoxics, bv its sophistication of theory and methodology, antl
bv i ts  sensi t iv in '  to  the parr icu lar i t ics  of  e thnic  group c\pcnences.
Unfortunetell not all scholrrs havc had thc requisite Iinguistic and
cul rura l  sk i l ls .  but  rhe bcsr  r rork is  s tecpcr i  in  a deep unr . iersranding of
prc migration history in thc Old WorlLi. ,\1ost fundanrcntalll , thc
conccpt  of  ehtnrc i t l '  has bccome on of  the basic  catcgor ies for  h is tor i
cal anal\.sis. ln short, plurriism is generallv accepted as thc paradigm
ior the Ame ric:rn plst.

Despi te i ts  ind isputable i rccomp l ishmen ts ,  p lura l is t  h isron 'h ls  of
lrte receiveLl hlrsh criticism from unexpcctcd quartcrs. Critics, s,rmc
rimes confusing the scholarship of ethnicitr,' with ethnicitr as a social
movement, have chargcd that the lattcr rvas largell' the creation of the
former. The arracks havc come basically from two sources:one Marxist;
the other nationalist. The former contend that thc emphasis on ethnic
identitf is a smokescrecn for rlcism :rnd other rcnctiontr) politicslnLl
obscures the realities of social class, whilc the latter accuse the pluralists
of cxaggerating the importance of ethnicitv, fomenting rilsunity and
denying the cxistence of a common American nationality. Such critics
rgree in dismissing the "ethnic rcvival" of thc scventies as largely facti
t ious,  a medi . r  e tcnt  contr i r ,e t l  bv c thnic  ideologues.  From the la te
scvcnties on. r growing chorus of criticisnr has challenged the pluralist
paradigm. Anrong these critics are some rvho were pionecrs in the field
of  c thnic  s tudjes.  Nathan ( l lazer ,  d iscnchantcd by thc pol i t ics  of  c thnic
it1 , has specul.rted rvhcther the assimiiation modei does not after all
have much to rtcommend it. Alineated b), the "exccsses" of the new
e thnicity, Arthur ,\lenn arguerl thet thc comnron culture of Americens
has been nruch more important than the ethnic differenccs among
rhem.2 1 lohn Higham, one o1- thc founde rs c.rf rhe "nerv e htnic hisrorl , 

'

has becomc increasinglv uncomfortablc rvith the Civisivc tcndencies of
ethnic i t ) ' .  In  1982,  he cheer fu l lv  proc la imed that  " the ethnic  rev iva l  is
over .  and an cra in  ethnic  s tudies has come to rn end."  In  arecentpa-
per, hc urgcd historians tc.r go "be1,ond pluralism " and addrcss the "grand
theme" of  the mlk ing o1 a peoplc  in  Amer ica.22
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While not discounting thc validiry of certain criticisms of the neu'
ethnic histol.'. vet thesc ,ttncks on plurirlist scholarship appear to
originate more in anxiety ovcr thc political consequcnces of ethnic
djversin' rlther than objections regarding the validitv of pluralism as a
f ramervork for  in tcrpret ing Amer ican h is tory.  They,r rc  symptonrat ic
of the grorving fear of cultural and racial conflict posed by the "new"
rmmigrat ion rnd mi l i tant  ethnic i t ) .  As one u,ho has been in lo lved both
as e scholar  and ldvocr te in  thc c thnic  nto lemcnts of  the:  past  t rvo dec
rdcs,  I  nrust  ldnr i t  ro  l  ccr t l in  i lcgrec. r f  d  is i l lus i< inme n t  n i th  thc out
come. Our aspirations to crcatc a pluraiistic socictl. rvith a grcatcr
r iegree of  f rcedom and cqual in '  h l le  not  bcen fu l lv  rca l izeJ.  I i thn ic
communi t ies havc remained c-rcessive lv  sc l f -centcred,  preoccupied r i i th
their ou,n l_{endas, and uns,ill ing to coop('ratc for the common gootl.
'foo oftcn. thcir traditional valucs hr.vc bcen enlistcd in thc service of
react i { )nar) '  po l i t ics .  In  sum, the new ethnic i t l '  d id  not  become thc
basis lor a nerv prcrgressive coalition ."vhich somc of us had hopcd 1or.

Nonvi thstanding such pol i t ica l  d isappointmcnt ,  thcre is  no qu<sr iDn
in nrv nrin.l Lrut that thc ethnic mo,r'cmcnt h.rs been on thc $h.,lc a
salutary in f luence in  Amer ican societv . ' fhe pouer  of  Angio-Amer ic ln
confo lnr i t l  has bccn brokcn,  and u i l l  nor .  I  th ink.  be restored.  We r rc
a l l  more comfor table r i i th  ourvar ic t l  or ig ins todav than uas t ruc in  the
1950s.  Cer ta jn lv  ethnic  pr ide is  hc: r l th icr  thrn c  thn ic  sh lnc.  This  is  not
to sav thrr  pre judicc and b igotr l  havc bccn rv ipcd out  in  the Uni tcd
Statcs.  St i l l ,  nh i lc  the g louing mood ofnco nat iv isrn is  d is t ress ing.  , ' r rc
shoul,.l stil l recognize that thc "ne\!"' imnigrants oftcn reccive a morc
hospitnble rrelcome and read1, acceptancc than \\'as true of immiglrnts
lt thc turn of thc century. In a countr\' :rs large and cemplcx as ()urs,
it is not surprising that thcrc arc contradictory tendcncies at lvork.

Regardless of hou' one might lccl :rbout the itlca of r plurali.stic
society ,  I  do not  th ink i t  can bc gainsaid that  c thnic i ty  is  s t i l l  a  p<;rver-
fu l  force in  thc , \mer ic i r  o f  thc e ight ies.  In  responsc to a quc\ t i i rn
fegar( l ing thc i r  ancestrv  pose. l  b1,  thc 1980 census.  83 perccnt  of  Anrr : r -
icans rcpor tc t l  a l  icast  one sptc i l ic : rat ion. l l i tv  ( ) r  co l rnt r ) ,  o f  or ig in  o i
rhc i r  forebcars.  Onlr '  6  pe rccnt  rcp l ied s inpl l  'Arrc  r ican "2 3 Whi l .
thc s igni f ic rncc of  thcsc responses is  unclear ,  the) '  do at  a  nr in imum
indic.rte an r\\'ercncss of Old World .rntecendents. 

'fhe findings of
social science research of the past decade also poinr to the continuing
s: l icncv of  e thnic  idcnt i i ies and af f i l ia t ions tbr  mrrny Anrer icans.24

l f  po l i t ics  in  a c lemocr . t t ic  soc ietv  arc a barometcr  of  popuiar
fce l ings.  thcn the current  pres idcnt ia l  campaiqn fur ther  at tests  to  the
potencv of  e thnic  appeals.  l 'he can,- l idacv c. r f  the RevercndJesseJackson
is  i ts  : lost  r l ramat ic  c- rpress ion.  Houevcr ,  thc b lack-Jcu, ish contro!ersv
srv i r l ing abrrut  the statemenrs and posi t ions of  Jackson is  a lur ther
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ind icat ion of  pouer fu l  e thnic  tee l ings.  Thc mrnner  in  which the candi -
i la t rs  harc t r ied to out t lo  each other  in  the i r  pro- lsrael  s tands at tests  to
rhe political clout of Amcricln Jervs. In Te-ras, Ncw York, California,
and Irlorida, rvhere they forrr important ethnic bocs, Hispanics have
been courtcd by presidentral tspirants. Presidcnt Reagan's much-publi-
cized journcy to the village lrom which his greatgrandfathcr left for
America is not unrelated to the fect that there are an cstimatcd 40
million Irish Ame ricans. Nlanv of the social issues which u ill l-,e dcbate d
in the presidential campaign such as abortion, prayer in the schools,
and thc cqual rights amendnrent, touch on moral valucs rvhich are
cmbedded in ethnic cultures.

Bel.ond politics, the search for identitv goes on in American
socit t-v. The re is an undiminished intere st in famil.v hist<-rr1 . crhnic
festivals, antl herirege projects. Unlike Canada and Austrllia, thc
United States has not officialll espoused a policy of multiculturalism.
Rather, after a brief flirtation r"vith pluralism, Washington xppears to
have rcturncd to the melting pot- Ilowever, in the private sector ethnic
d ivers i ty  cont inues to f lour ish. ' lhe " return to  the mel t ing pot .  "  another
shi i t  in  the pol i t ica l  and ideologica l  c l inate of  the Uni ted States,  ought
not to be mistaken with the underlying social rcality. For good or for
ill, cthniciry in its changing modes has proven itselfnot to be a transitory
phenomenon, but a persisting dimension of American society. ln thc
vears ahead, I anticipate no waning of interest in the studvof ethnic
and inmigration history. Rathcr, the saliencv of immigration and
ethnic diversin' as pressing issues of public policy, against the backdrop
of the centennial observances of the Statue of Liberty and [l]is Island,
will sustain a high level of involvement and ferment in this lleld of his-
torical study.
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